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FACTORS THAT CORRELATE WITH STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND SUCCESS IN
HONORS STUDENT THESES AT A NEW ENGLAND PUBLIC INSTITUTION
Abstract
The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine the factors that correlate to successful
outcomes on honors theses at an undergraduate public institution compared to findings collected
from several private liberal arts colleges. Utilizing Kuh’s (2008) theory of engagement and
success as a theoretical framework, this study sought to understand how participation in a single
high-impact practice – a culminating senior experience – impacted sense of belonging,
engagement and success in an honors senior thesis. An anonymous online survey (Trosset &
Weisler, 2018) was deployed to answer two research questions: does a positive student-faculty
relationship correlate to engagement and success for students at an undergraduate public
institution; and are there differences in findings of factors that correlate to success on a
culminating senior experience at a public institution compared to the private liberal arts colleges
(Trosset & Weisler, 2018). Graduating seniors and recent graduates of an honors program with a
required senior thesis served as the study population. Results of the quantitative correlational
analysis demonstrated a moderate relationship between student-faculty relationship and student
commitment or quality of engagement with their thesis and a near moderate relationship between
student preparation for their thesis and student commitment. Future studies will incorporate
measurable evidence of success with a larger sample of capstones and independent ratings of
student work to achieve generalizability of data. Finally, this study recommends further
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investigation between faculty advising, independent rubric scores, and thesis grade to analyze the
relationship between quality and effort.
Keywords: High-impact practices; culminating senior experience; assessment of student
learning.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
At the core of all business units within higher education is the essential mission to
effectively and broadly educate students to graduate with the critical thinking, reasoning, and
communication skills necessary to gain employment and success post-graduation (Finley, 2019;
Kuh, 2008). However, within the twenty-first century, colleges and universities have been forced
to rethink their customary practices as institutions struggle to stay competitive, maintain
enrollments and subsequently their budgets, and satisfy their accreditors and boards of higher
education in an age of intensified transparency (Stitt-Bergh et al., 2019). Further, increased
expenses to students and decreased budget support due to demographic shifts in college-age
students as well as decreases in state funding allocations have forced many institutions to tighten
spending and close budget gaps while also struggling to address decreases in enrollment,
retention, and graduation rates for many institutions. One such example is State University
(pseudonym), a regional comprehensive public institution with a teaching mission.
State University was founded in the middle of the nineteenth century by Horace Mann, a
Massachusetts state legislator, and Secretary of Education, to make “higher education a reality
for students who might otherwise have lacked the opportunity” (State University, n.d., para 3).
Initially a teachers college for women, State University enrolled the institution’s first African
American student in 1856, demonstrating its early acceptance of women and women of color,
and laid its foundation of diversity and inclusion as a core mission. In recent years, State
University has experienced steady declines in undergraduate enrollment, retention, and state
funding. At the same time, in 2011 then Commissioner Richard Freeland directed the
Massachusetts Board of Higher Education and the state college and university presidents to
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develop a system to assess student learning outcomes effectively and appropriately in a manner
not tied to standardized tests to increase both institutional accountability of outcomes and a better
understanding of student learning (Awkward, 2017). As part of the process of developing a
statewide assessment framework, Commissioner Freeland instructed the Massachusetts state
institutions to collectively achieve acceptance into a formal collaborative by the American
Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) known as LEAP (Liberal Education and
America’s Promise) State Status, to bring collaboration, transformative change, and educational
alignment to advance general education assessment and essential learning outcomes (Watson,
2021).
In addition to the state Board of Higher Education’s directive to assess student learning,
State University’s regional accreditor, the New England Commission of Higher Education
(NECHE), requires that undergraduate students demonstrate competence in written and oral
communication, scientific and quantitative reasoning, critical analysis and logical thinking, and
information literacy skills (New England Commission of Higher Education, 2021). As a result of
these regulatory and accreditation requirements, State University adopted a new general
education curriculum in 2014 with seven core learning requirements for student matriculation
including critical and creative thinking, synthesis, inquiry and analysis, and oral and written
communication based upon AAC&U’s LEAP learning outcomes (State University, 2014).
Furthermore, State University students who enroll in the honors program are required to
complete an honors thesis or capstone designed to demonstrate the full scope of their educational
skills. Thus, State University has an institutional, regulatory and accreditation requirement to
demonstrate learning in key areas over the course of a student’s undergraduate career.
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Research by Kuh (2008) on student success and engagement provided the theoretical
framework that institutions in the Massachusetts public higher education system needed to
rethink both the delivery of education and the way institutions efficiently and effectively support
learning (Crosson & Orcutt, 2014) to meet state, regional, and institutional learning
requirements. Through his work on the National Survey on Student Engagement (NSSE), Kuh
isolated the relationships students form through their coursework and experiential learning
including culminating senior experiences such as capstones and theses, learning communities,
and service-learning mentored by faculty – so-called high impact practices (Kuh, 2008) - as a
key factor in helping students feel connected to their institution and their education. Similarly,
Hausmann et al. (2007) determined that a student’s sense of belonging and connectedness to
their institution serves as a key component to their engagement with their education. Together, a
sense of belonging and engagement was shown to lead to greater student success and increased
retention and graduation rates (Gopalan & Brady, 2020). Thus, student participation in highimpact practices fuels feelings of belonging and engagement and provides an opportunity for
students to demonstrate and achieve holistic learning throughout their undergraduate career,
often culminating in a capstone or senior theses, also known as their signature work (Peden et
al., 2020). In many instances, the capstone or senior thesis, written under faculty supervision, is a
prerequisite to receive honors upon graduation (Trosset & Weisler, 2018). Kuh’s research proved
to be groundbreaking (Trosset & Weisler, 2018) in shifting how institutions approach retention
and student success and resulted in the creation of new departments and collaborations centered
around student experiences and engagement. However, while high-impact practices have been
almost universally adopted by institutions, those same institutions struggle to assess their
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effectiveness and demonstrate evidence of learning outcomes to their accreditors and governing
bodies (Finley, 2019).
Research on both high-impact practices and the assessment of student learning outcomes
has dominated the scholarship of teaching and learning since Kuh’s (2008) research. Numerous
studies have reinforced the effectiveness of high-impact practices on student engagement and
retention (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Secret et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Trosset &
Weisler, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019). Additional studies have investigated the specific impact of
student research and culminating senior experiences on engagement, skill attainment, and
success (Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016; Parker, 2018). A 2018 study by Trosset and Weisler
purposefully focused on the factors that foster high quality work in senior capstones (Trosset &
Weisler, 2018) including student preparation, student commitment, and faculty supervision,
performance indicators isolated by Kuh and O’Donnell (2013) to predict quality of outcomes.
While Trosset and Weisler’s 2018 study garnered a large sample of survey respondents (n=798),
their recruitment was limited to private liberal arts colleges. Therefore, there is a gap in
understanding the experiences and factors of success for students at public institutions where
high-impact practices help level the playing field (Kuh, 2008) for students from historically
underserved communities.
Definition of Key Terms
The following key terminology is commonly used in higher education and assessment of
student learning, and can be found throughout this proposal:
Assessment of student learning: The systematic collection and analysis of information to
improve student learning (Stassen et al., 2001, p. 5); A process for the collection and analysis of
evidence about the achievement of student learning outcomes for the purposes of improvement
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and to determine or demonstrate the effectiveness of an educational program (Case Western
Reserve University, n.d.).
Critical thinking: Critical thinking is a habit of mind characterized by the comprehensive
exploration of issues, ideas, artifacts, and events before accepting or formulating an opinion or
conclusion (American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), 2021).
Culminating Senior Experience: A learning opportunity with the goals of bringing
integration and closure to the undergraduate experience; providing students with an opportunity
to reflect on the meaning of their college experience; and facilitating student transition to post
college life (Cuseo, 1998; Kuh, 2008; National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), 2011).
Direct methods of assessment: Direct assessment is when measures of learning are based
on student performance or demonstrate learning itself. Scoring performance on tests, term
papers, or the execution of lab skills either within a course or across courses or years (Carnegie
Mellon University, n.d.).
First-generation college student: College student whose parent(s) did not complete a
four-year college or university degree. Some first-generation students come from low-income
households; some are students of color, children of immigrant parents and others are workingclass students (Marquette University, n.d.).
Higher-order learning: Higher-order learning reflects a pattern that students proactively
integrate new knowledge and existing information, and connect and extend this information to
seek answers to perplexing issues during the learning process (Lewis & Smith, 1993).
Honors thesis: Honors theses are based on students’ original research and take the form
of a written manuscript, which presents the findings of that research (University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2021).
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High-impact practices: High-impact practices, or HIPs, are active learning practices that
promote deep learning by promoting student engagement as measured by the National Survey on
Student Engagement (NSSE) (University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire, n.d.).
Indirect methods of assessment: Indirect assessment use perceptions, reflections, or
secondary evidence to make inferences about student learning. For example, surveys of
employers, students’ self-assessments, and admissions to graduate schools are all indirect
evidence of learning (Carnegie Mellon University, n.d.).
Private university: A private school is a college or university that often operates as an
educational nonprofit organization. It does not receive its primary funding from a state
government. Private schools generally are smaller than public schools and have smaller class
sizes than public schools (Department of Homeland Security, n.d.).
Public university: A public school is a college or university primarily funded by a state
government. Public colleges and universities generally are larger than private schools and have
larger class sizes (Department of Homeland Security, n.d.).
Sense of belonging: The extent to which students feel respected, valued, accepted, cared
for, included, and that they matter, in the classroom, at college, or in their chosen career path
(Strayhorn, 2018).
Student Engagement: Both the extent to which students participate in educationally
effective activities as well as their perceptions of facets of the institutional environment that
support their learning and development; the conceptualization of student engagement centers on
its focus on activities and experiences that have been empirically linked to desired college
outcomes (Center for Postsecondary Research Indiana University School of Education, n.d.).
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Student learning outcomes: Student learning outcomes (SLOs) are the statements by
institutions of the competencies and skills expected of students through their education (National
Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment, 2020).
Student Success: Student success is defined not only by grades and persistence towards
graduation, but a holistic sense of fulfillment (Yi, 2020).
Undergraduate: A student at a college or university who has not received a bachelor's
degree (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-a).
Underserved Students: Underserved students are defined as students who do not receive
equitable resources as other students in the academic pipeline. Typically, these groups of
students include low-income, underrepresented racial/ethnic minorities, and first-generation
students (University of Illinois, n.d.).
Work to rule: the practice of working to the strictest interpretation of the rules as a job
action (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-b).
Statement of the Problem
Over the course of the 21st century, State University has undergone steady declines in
enrollment and retention along with decreasing state budget support. At the same time, the
percentage of first-generation students, students of color, and Pell eligible students have
increased (Perry, 2021). Statistically, in Fall 2020, 61.5% of first year and senior students at
State University reported that they are first-generation or the first in their family to attend
college; 38% identified as a person of color; and 36% were Pell eligible (Perry, 2021). Research
by Finley (2019) and Kuh (2008) demonstrated that students from underserved backgrounds are
most impacted in a positive manner by impact-impact practices during their undergraduate
career, directly contributing to retention, and graduation. However, it is unknown how these
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practices, specifically participation in an honors thesis or capstone influences student success.
Thus, the problem addressed is the gap in understanding the factors that correlate to student
success and engagement in a senior culminating experience, a high-impact practice, at a
primarily undergraduate public teaching institution.
Statement of Purpose
In the wake of Kuh’s 2008 research, many studies explored the benefits of curricular and
co-curricular experiences such as learning communities, civic engagement, study abroad and
undergraduate research on student retention, engagement, and success, particularly the influence
of a student’s relationship during those experiences with their faculty mentors (Finley, 2019;
Kuh, 2008; Trosset & Weisler, 2018). Kuh’s (2008) groundbreaking research on National Survey
of Student Engagement (NSSE) data demonstrated that high-impact practices had an even more
profound impact on students from traditionally underserved communities such as those at State
University. This was further supported in studies by Finley (2019), Finley and McNair (2013),
and Kuh and O’Donnell (2013). However, Kuh (2008) also found that while underserved
students achieve greater gains because of high-impact practices, they are less likely to participate
in them. Thus, the purpose of the quantitative study was to determine the factors that correlate to
successful outcomes for students conducting their honors thesis research – a culminating senior
experience – at a primarily undergraduate public institution, and to compare those outcomes to
those reported by Trosset and Weisler (2018) on student experiences in private liberal arts
colleges.
Research Questions and Design
The foundational research question centers around the relationship between students and
their faculty advisor during the development of their honors thesis, a senior capstone experience
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and high-impact practice at State University. The conceptual framework focused on the factors
that correlate with engagement and success in learning as demonstrated in a senior honors thesis
at State University. George Kuh’s 2008 research on student engagement, which highlights the
influential role that high-impact practices play in student learning and success, served as the
theoretical framework. The research study hypothesized that a positive relationship between
honors students and their faculty advisor increases success. Second, the research sought to
understand the differences in factors of success between students at private liberal arts colleges
who served as the sample for Trosset and Weisler’s study (2018) as compared to students at State
University and hypothesized that those factors differ between the two types of institutions.
RQ1: Does the relationship between students and their faculty advisor correlate to
engagement and success of honors theses at a primarily undergraduate public teaching
institution?
•

H1: A positive relationship with a student’s honors research advisor increases
student engagement and success.

•

H0: A positive relationship with a student’s honors research advisor does not
increase student engagement and success.

RQ2: Are there differences in the findings of factors that correlate to success on a
culminating undergraduate research project at an undergraduate public institution and
those found by Trosset and Weisler (2018) in a sample of private undergraduate liberal
arts colleges?
•

H2: The factors that correlate to success differ between public and private
institutions.
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•

H0: The factors that correlate to success do not differ among students at public
and private institutions.

A quantitative design was utilized to determine the association between the independent variable,
relationship with faculty, and the dependent variables, outcome or grade, success, and
engagement, in honors theses. Factors to be considered included field of study, first generation
status, work status (full, part-time, work-study), and resident or commuter status.
The methodology of this research study employed a senior thesis experiences survey
designed by Trosset and Weisler (2018) and distributed to graduating seniors and recent alums in
the institution’s honors program, a high-touch cohort-style academic program with a culminating
thesis requirement. The survey asked students to report their commitment to their thesis; their
relationship with their faculty advisor; their self-reported effort on their thesis as well as
demographic factors including their racial and gender identity, their field of study, firstgeneration status, commuter status and work status. The results of the thesis survey provided a
better understanding of how students at a public university experience the development and
execution of their senior thesis by correlating factors that influence their success and
engagement, while also allowing for a comparison in findings between State University and the
institutions included in Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) study.
Conceptual and Theoretical Framework
The conceptual framework for this study centered on factors that correlated to success
and engagement on a senior capstone experience for students from traditionally underserved
communities at State University as compared to those found at private liberal arts colleges by
Trosset and Weisler (2018). As a public teaching institution, 61% of first year and senior
students at State University identify as first-generation, while 38% identify as a person of color
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and another 36% are Pell eligible (Perry, 2021), representing a population of students with the
potential to be influenced by participation in high impact practices.
Research by Kuh (2008) on educational practices that support student learning provided
the theoretical framework for this study. Kuh’s theory of student engagement and success grew
out of his research on the National Survey on Student Engagement (NSSE), which demonstrated
that participation in high-impact practices, including a senior capstone experience, increased a
student’s overall connectedness to their institution and their success largely due to the faculty
mentoring relationship built through their experiential learning, thereby increasing retention,
graduation rates, and employability (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Kuh, 2008; Provencher &
Kassel, 2019). Specifically, the relationship that students form with their faculty mentor
throughout their research project, from development to dissemination, or through an internship or
service-learning experience, creates a sense of belonging and community for the student and
becomes the bind between the student, their institution, and their education. Within high-impact
practices, students devote a significant amount of time to their capstones, which is cultivated
through the relationship led by their faculty mentor (Kuh, 2008). In the case of an honors thesis,
this relationship extends over multiple semesters and culminates with public dissemination of
their final product to the university library’s publicly accessible Digital Commons. This
relationship ties the student to their institution and their success and again, in the case of an
honors thesis, culminates in a holistic demonstration of their undergraduate career and learning.
While several studies investigated the role of high-impact practices on student success
and learning outcomes, Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) study specifically focused on the factors
that influence quality on a senior capstone experience for students at private liberal arts colleges.
Finley (2019), Finley and McNair (2013), Kuh (2008), and Kuh and O’Donnell (2013) isolated
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the significant impact of high impact practices on students from traditionally underserved
communities often represented at state institutions, thereby creating an opportunity, through this
research study, to explore the potential differences between factors of success and engagement
for students at a primarily undergraduate public institution as compared to students at better
resourced private colleges.
Assumptions, Limitations, and Scope
A significant assumption about the research existed in relation to the research study
design. It was assumed that variability among factors between students at State University and
those at private liberal arts colleges in the Trosset and Weisler (2018) study was reduced because
of the study population. The State University honors program is a small, high touch, cohort style
program with specially selected faculty who provide students with significant mentoring
(Commonwealth Honors Program, 2021). Students receive intense faculty advising and support
throughout their undergraduate career and can be better prepared academically than many of
their peers.
The most notable research study limitation lay in size and scope, constraining the
generalizability of the results. Because State University’s honors program enrolls a limited
number of students in a specialized and rigorous program, the sample of survey respondents was
also expected to be small. Additional limitations existed around campus climate issues and the
COVID-19 pandemic. For the past several years, faculty within the institution have worked
strictly under their collective bargaining contract. While this study was intentionally designed to
prevent conflict with work-to-rule, the campus climate was fractured and may have created
unknown impacts on teaching and learning. Such impacts would be difficult to directly attribute
to student learning outcomes, however, in combination with the overarching stress and chaos
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caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and sudden shifts in teaching modalities, learning and study
participation may have been impacted.
While the sample was limited to State University’s honors students, the validity of the
study remained intact. The research design replicated Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) study on
senior thesis experiences and utilized their survey instrument with their permission (Appendix
A). Demographic questions were added to the survey to compare those individual variables to
thesis engagement and success.
Rationale and Significance
The rationale for the research study lay in the need to understand how students from
varying educational and economic backgrounds experience their senior capstone or honors
thesis, and whether those factors were similar across different types of institutions. The research
study presented an opportunity to isolate factors that correlated to student engagement and
success and the influence of the relationship between the student and their faculty advisor on
their success. In addition, characteristics common to students at State University such as
commuter and work status could also be isolated to determine their influence and impact on the
execution of a culminating senior experience and then compared to attributes of students within
Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) study.
The significance of the research study centered on gaining a deeper understanding of the
relationship between students and their faculty research advisor, and the impacts of that
relationship on students from traditionally underserved backgrounds. Numerous studies detailed
the influence of high-impact practices on students from varying backgrounds (Finley, 2019;
Finley & McNair, 2013; Kuh, 2008; Kuh & O’Donnell, 2013), as well as the role of the faculty
advisor relationship on success and engagement for traditional college students (Trosset &
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Weisler, 2018), however this study aimed to gain a better understanding of the factors that
influence success for students completing a senior capstone or honors thesis at a primarily
undergraduate state institution. If the study results demonstrated different variables of success
and engagement for students at State University when compared to the private liberal arts
colleges explored by Trosset and Weisler (2018), support mechanisms to better reinforce the
faculty-student relationship (e.g., course releases, professional development) could be put in
place, potentially increasing retention and graduation rates. In addition, if factors among
institution types are dissimilar, the study can be extended to other public institutions to test
predictor variables across multiple groups of students (Mills & Gay, 2019).
Summary
Decreases in funding allocations to public institutions of higher education combined with
recent research on student belonging, engagement, success, and employability resulted in
changes in structure and student programming toward high-impact practices, intended to increase
retention and graduation rates (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008). While institutions have made the shift
in emphasis toward high-impact practices including learning communities, civic engagement,
and undergraduate student research opportunities, many institutions struggle to assess the
effectiveness of those experiences (Finley, 2019).
To begin the process of understanding factors that correlate to engagement and success
for students conducting a culminating honors thesis at a primarily undergraduate state institution,
this research study surveyed students and recent graduates about their honors program thesis
requirement and compared the variables at State University to those private liberal arts
institutions at the center of Trosset and Weisler’s 2018 study. The purpose of the quantitative
study was to determine if the factors that correlate to successful outcomes for students
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conducting their thesis at State University differ from the outcomes found by Trosset and
Weisler (2018). Replicating the survey by Trosset and Weisler (2018) in their study What Makes
a Senior Thesis Good?, this research study utilized an anonymous thesis experiences survey
(Trosset & Weisler, 2018) deployed to seniors and recent graduates of the honors program to
gauge their engagement with their thesis, their relationship with their faculty advisor, and their
satisfaction with their effort and success.
The research study was framed by Kuh’s (2008) theory of student engagement on
academic success and dove more deeply into the nuances of a senior culminating experience to
understand the influence of student background and institution type on success in a senior
capstone or honors thesis at a public university. Mirroring the principles of behaviorally based
leadership’s emphasis on tasks and relationships (Northouse, 2019), Kuh’s theory of engagement
focused on the deep connection between a student and their faculty advisor in the tasks required
as part of their education. The conceptual framework that shaped the study revolved around
those factors that correlate to engagement and success for students at a state university, and
whether those factors are dissimilar from those of students at better resourced private institutions
as demonstrated in Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) research.
While the study was limited by the small scope, the decision to focus on honors students
was intentional. Honors seniors are required to conduct and disseminate a research project as a
graduation requirement, and their resulting theses are publicly accessible on the State University
library website. In addition, the study design acknowledged the institutional climate issues
related to work-to-rule and the COVID-19 pandemic and sought to avoid additional burden to
faculty in data collection. A correlation in the relationship between students at State University
and their faculty research advisor could lead to greater support mechanisms for faculty to
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strengthen the student capstone experience. The following literature review contained in Chapter
2 takes a deeper dive into the conceptual and theoretical frameworks for this study, centering on
the senior culminating experience as a high-impact practice. Subsequently, Chapter 3 will detail
the methodology for the study including site information, study demographics, participants
within the study sample, instrumentation and data collection, data analysis, and limitations.
Chapter 4 will then present the findings of the data collection with emphasis on the dependent
variables, engagement and success, and the independent variable, the relationship between
student and faculty research advisor. Finally, Chapter 5 will conclude the study with an
interpretation and importance of the findings, implications of those results to State University
and potentially, similar public institutions, and recommendations for action and further studies.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Within the past several years, assessment of student learning in higher education has
progressed into an increasingly evaluated field focused on student outcomes, employability, and
emerging teaching practices to ensure students are receiving a quality education and graduating
with 21st-century skills (Finley, 2019). Colleges and universities are driven not only to attract
students in a time of shrinking demographics but also to satisfy their accreditors, state boards and
boost their national rankings, all of whom are interested in an institution’s ability to demonstrate
favorable results by their undergraduates (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008). Consequently, colleges and
universities have been forced to rethink best practices in teaching and learning and student
outcomes. As a result, faculty scholarship on teaching and learning now encompasses an
assortment of new methods, often culminating in a defining experience such as a senior thesis,
capstone, or research project. However, while a combination of classroom and experiential
learning now dominates the higher education landscape, institutions struggle to appropriately
measure the effectiveness of such methods on their ability to engage, retain and graduate
students who think critically and communicate effectively (Finley, 2019).
Based on an analysis of student survey results collected from the National Survey on
Student Engagement (NSSE), George Kuh (2008) highlighted the significance of student
engagement on success. Kuh’s (2008) study found that so-called high-impact practices or
purposeful pathways (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008) including first-year seminars, internships, civic
engagement, senior culminating experiences and undergraduate research increased student
engagement and success, broadened the development of critical skills sought by employers, and
resulted in a synthesis of learning (Kuh, 2008). As a result, the influence of high-impact practices
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on student learning outcomes now dominates the assessment of student learning, a departure
from indirect methods of assessment (e.g., test scores, graduation rates) in favor of direct
assessment of student learning through the analysis of the student’s signature work (Peden et al.,
2020), also known as an e-portfolio (Finley, 2019).
Numerous studies exist on the emergence of high-impact teaching and learning practices
and their relationship to student learning outcomes (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Finley, 2019;
Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016; Kuh, 2008; Secret et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019).
Further, many studies correlated the impact of high-impact practices to success and engagement
for students from educationally and economically disadvantaged backgrounds (Finley, 2019;
Finley & McNair, 2013; Kuh, 2008; Kuh & O’Donnell, 2013). Research on the factors that
influence success within a specific high-impact practice – senior culminating experience – by
Trosset and Weisler (2018) isolated that student commitment and a student’s relationship with
their faculty advisor predicted their grade on their thesis, however, their study was limited to
students at elite private liberal arts colleges. Thus, this study sought to understand the variables
specific to student success in an honors thesis at State University with the intention of
determining whether factors of success are like those reported by Trosset and Weisler, regarding
their success and engagement. A relationship between factors specific to a public institution
creates evidence for greater assistance to scaffold student participation in high-impact practices
including senior capstone and honors theses.
Conceptual Framework
The researcher’s interests in understanding factors that impact student success at State
University emerge from twenty-five years of experience in higher education, including fourteen
at State University, as an institutional researcher, research compliance administrator and
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currently a research and assessment professional, essentially combining separate functions under
one area. Within State University, financial struggles related to state budget allocations,
enrollment, and retention, as well as deferred maintenance and staffing shortfalls, have
significantly impacted the campus climate and relationship between faculty and upper
administration leading to a long-standing work-to-rule order by the faculty union. In addition, the
COVID-19 pandemic caused faculty and students to shift their teaching and learning modalities
multiples times. Despite the myriad of challenges, faculty, staff, and administration at State
University share a commitment to student success, and students consistently point to their
relationships with their faculty mentors and advisors as pivotal to their graduation (Perry, 2021).
This study centers on factors that correlate to success and engagement on a senior
capstone or honors thesis, and whether the factors specific to students at State University from
traditionally underserved communities are similar to the findings reported by Trosset and
Weisler (2018) at private liberal arts colleges. While evidence exists that participation in highimpact practices levels the playing field (Kuh, 2008) for underserved students at less resourced
institutions, those students are less likely to participate in those experiences (Kuh, 2008).
Research by Trosset and Weisler (2018) isolated several factors that predicted success on a
senior thesis among students at private liberal arts colleges, however it is unknown if the same
factors correlate to successful outcomes for students at a public university. This gap in
understanding provided the basis to further explore high-impact practices (Brownell & Swaner,
2010; Finley, 2019; Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016; Kuh, 2008; Lanning & Brown, 2019; Parker,
2018; Springer et al., 2018; Trosset & Weisler, 2018) under the lens of undergraduate research,
specifically within the honors senior thesis at State University.
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A review of the literature uncovered a common thread between student research and
assessment through Kuh’s (2008) groundbreaking study on undergraduate student experiences
(Trosset & Weisler, 2018). Kuh’s (2008) theory, which utilized data collected by the National
Survey on Student Engagement (NSSE), correlated student success with engagement and served
as the theoretical framework for this study. His findings resulted in a shift in organizational
structures to support student participation in high-impact practices to effectively increase
graduation and retention rates (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Kuh, 2008; Provencher & Kassel,
2019), as well as student learning outcomes more broadly. Kilgo and Pascarella (2016), Kuh
(2008), and Springer et al. (2018) stressed the influence of experiences like undergraduate
research, service learning, and culminating senior experiences as methods to blend classroom
and experiential learning to showcase the cohesion of student growth over an entire
undergraduate career.
The principles of behaviorally based leadership identified by Northouse (2019), grounded
in tasks and relationships, mirror Kuh’s (2008) theory of student engagement and success. Kuh
(2008) analyzed student success comprehensively, beyond basic datapoints, to support the
holistic development and cohesion of undergraduate learning, just as Northouse (2019) described
the behavioral approach as a method to assess leadership broadly through tasks and relationships.
Similarly, high-impact practices are defined through experiential learning and mentorship, in this
case by student experiences and their relationships with their faculty mentor or experiential site
(Kuh, 2008). Within undergraduate research, capstones, and senior theses, students dedicate
significant time and energy to the task of developing, researching, writing, and presenting their
projects in collaboration with their faculty advisor (Kuh, 2008). Through such a significant
commitment, the student’s relationship with their faculty mentor creates a sense of belonging and
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engagement, and often a commitment to be highly engaged in their work, resulting in greater
degrees of applied learning (Kuh, 2008). As a result, the behavioral-based leadership framework
aligned with Kuh’s (2008) theory of student engagement and success.
The connection between factors of success for students at State University and their
senior capstone or honors thesis as a conceptual framework tests Kuh’s (2008) theory of
engagement and success in a different manner than a previous study by Trosset and Weisler
(2018), which sampled students at private liberal arts colleges. While several studies
demonstrated the positive influence of high-impact practices on students from historically
underserved backgrounds (Finley, 2019; Finley & McNair, 2013; Kuh, 2008; Kuh & O’Donnell,
2013), the factors of success within senior capstone or honors theses among students at State
University are unknown. By understanding the variables that correlate to success, resources to
support student engagement and belonging can be more directly deployed to better scaffold
student success.
Review of the Literature
This literature review focuses on assessment of student learning and practices to support
undergraduate research. Most of the compiled sources occurred within the past five to 10 years
because of a shift in higher education practice to emphasize student engagement to support
enrollment. Several sources are composed of case studies on an institutional and a national level,
using both qualitative and quantitative methods, and highlight the findings and best practices in
learning and success. However, far fewer studies were found specific to undergraduate research.
The literature search was conducted in two specific ways. A keyword EBSCO search on
assessment proved to be too broad and therefore was narrowed to assessment and student
learning outcomes, high impact practices, and undergraduate student research. A tremendous
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amount of research by faculty and administrators exists in these areas; thus, it became imperative
to ensure the articles chosen were relevant to the specific topic at hand. Finally, due to the
researcher’s affiliation with state and national assessment organizations, many sources were
drawn directly from assessment colleagues, both positive and negative, to ensure a breadth of
critical reflection and analysis (Callahan, 2014).
Assessment of Student Learning
Assessment of student learning can be characterized as a measure of the knowledge
students gain in higher education (Lederman, 2019). The National Institute for Learning
Outcomes Assessment (NILOA) breaks assessment of student learning into components that
consist of evidence of student learning and student learning outcomes. Within the past 10 years
or so, research by Kuh (2008), Finley (2019), Peden et al. (2020), and others have demonstrated
the influence of high-impact practices on student learning outcomes, while a collaborative
assessment initiative by institutions, states, and the American Association of Colleges and
Universities (AAC&U) provides institutions with the ability to conduct a direct assessment of
student work with such practices using validated rubrics as a means to collect and present such
evidence.
Evidence of Student Learning
Evidence of student learning includes direct assessment methods such as portfolios and
student artifacts, indirect methods including student surveys, and key performance indicators
such as licensure pass rates (Evidence of Student Learning, 2020, para. 1). The goal is
transparency – for parents and students, federal reporting agencies, accreditors, and employers –
to ensure that students are graduating with the skills and knowledge that institutions purport to
develop (Kuh, 2008; Lederman, 2019; Stitt-Bergh et al., 2019). With increasing pressure to

23
prove their worth and the value of post-secondary education (Stitt-Bergh et al., 2019), it has
become essential for institutions to report evidence of student learning to their accrediting
bodies, be more strategic in recruiting and retaining students, and increasingly, employers have
demanded that students graduate prepared to enter the workforce with the ability to succeed in a
global economy (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008). Thus, institutions need a systematic method to
demonstrate accountability (Kuh, 2008). The National Institute for Learning Outcomes
Assessment provides a transparency framework for evidence of student learning, which
recommends that institutions disseminate and summarize data in lay person’s language, broken
down by groups and cohorts with comparisons to their peers, and contextualized for the specific
institution (Evidence of Student Learning, 2020, para. 2). While reporting indirect evidence has
been commonplace in terms of grades, retention and graduation rates, Finley (2019), McConnell
and Rhodes (2018) and Stitt-Bergh et al. (2019) noted that these quantitative measures created a
culture of compliance rather than a focus on learning outcomes. The authors emphasized the
need to shift away from gatekeeping to a mentality of student success (McConnell & Rhodes,
2018) To do so, institutions have taken a more holistic mindset of learning improvement through
direct assessment of outcomes and large-scale scoring of electronic portfolios, research projects,
and other culminating experiences (McConnell & Rhodes, 2018).
Student Learning Outcomes
Like evidence of student learning, student learning outcomes (SLOs) are the statements
by institutions of the competencies and skills expected of students through their education
(National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment, 2020). Lederman (2019) narrowed the
definition to institutional and program-level outcomes to emphasize skills specific to a student’s
academic focus and institution type. Similar to assessment of student learning, institutions are
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driven to develop learning outcome statements for their accreditors (Lederman, 2019, para. 4).
Stitt-Bergh et al. (2019) and Lederman (2019) emphasized the necessity of transparency of
outcomes. SLOs should be specific to the institution level or program, clearly expressed,
prominently accessible, updated regularly, and receptive to feedback (National Institute for
Learning Outcomes Assessment, 2020). The challenge of upholding these standards on an
institutional level is scale and sustainability (Finley, 2019): institutions need to build consensus
among faculty and senior leadership to develop learning outcome statements appropriate for their
discipline, their school, and institution that are cognizant of licensure and accreditor
requirements and best practices in their field. They also must maintain an urgency for their
necessity, not just during accreditation processes, but consistently, to ensure that institutional
resources do not become a budget cut, that the outcome statements are reasonable, and
expectations for learning are met (Finley, 2019).
Case studies by Evans (2017), Stassen and Herrington (2018), and Stitt-Bergh et al.
(2019) concluded that SLOs are built on collaboration and shared responsibility – between
faculty, students, administrators, and the institution. Stitt-Bergh discussed the need for faculty
and institutions to view the assessment of student learning not by courses and grades, but rather
as a curricular growth process aimed at building learning and experiences that students can carry
with them throughout their educational career (Stitt-Bergh et al., 2019). Kuh (2008) agreed and
pointed to student learning as a collective process of longitudinal growth marked by experiences
in and out of the classroom. Evans (2017) and Stassen and Herrington (2018) found that crossdisciplinary faculty peer review of outcomes established a culture of assessment within the
institution, and faculty colleagues became invested in one another’s departmental success.
Similarly, Senter’s (2020) case study reported that honors students who assisted their instructor
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with a departmental program evaluation increased their engagement, which provided them with
firsthand research experience and led to improved SLOs. Taken together, the authors supported
the need for institutions to transparently define the goals and expectations for students within
their higher education career, cumulatively built on shared responsibility between faculty,
students, administrators, and the institution to demonstrate growth, applied experiences, and 21stcentury skills to external reporting agencies, employers, and to themselves. The ability to do so
effectively is categorized by a student’s sense of belonging to their institution, engagement with
their academic career, and ultimately their success.
Sense of Belonging, Engagement and Student Success
Kuh’s 2008 research isolated the connection between a student’s participation in highimpact practices with their sense of engagement and success in their undergraduate education
(Kuh, 2008). Similarly, Hausmann et al. (2007) found that a sense of belonging impacted student
persistance (Hausmann et al., 2007). More recently, a 2020 student by Gopalan and Brady tied
belonging and persistance with student engagement and positive mental health. Belonging, or a
sense of community, creates connectedness to the institution, driving students to develop deeper
levels of engagement in their curricular and co-curricular experiences (Gopalan & Brady, 2020).
Further, they found that a strong sense of engagement increased the likelihood that students
would seek out campus resources, thereby decreasing stress and creating the feeling of a
supportive environment (Gopalan & Brady, 2020). The authors also found that community
college students felt less connected to their institution, as did racial minorities and firstgeneration students (Gopalan & Brady, 2020).
In 2020, the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) added three questions to
their annual engagement survey on belonging, and like Gopalan and Brady (2020), found a
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positive correlation between belonging, engagement and perceived gains. Their data showed a
particularly strong correlation among students with quality interactions with others on campus,
creating a sense of institutional support and perceived gains in learning and development,
especially higher-order learning (NSSE, 2020).
An early study on student success by Astin (1984) revealed that a sense of engagement,
fueled by campus involvement in various curricular and co-curricular experiences, resulted in
greater student success. In 2001, Kuh and Hu reinforced engagement as a factor in success and
an indicator of educational quality (Kuh & Hu, 2001). More specifically, Kuh isolated the
activities - or purposeful pathways (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008) – as the constructs that contribute
to learning and success, later termed high-impact practices (Kuh & Hu, 2001). As a result, Kuh
et al. (2011) and Whitt et al. (2008) collaborated to define characteristics of success in
institutions with clear connections between campus resources and a supportive academic
environment (Kuh et al., 2011; Whitt et al., 2008). Examples of these defined characteristics of
success include active and collaborative learning, faculty-student interaction, and enriching
educational experiences, hallmarks of high-impact practices.
High-Impact Practices
Evidence of student learning and success has traditionally been measured indirectly and
quantitatively through such indicators as grade point average, test scores, retention, and
graduation rates (Kuh, 2008). However, the 21st century saw a shift in goals from a well-rounded
liberal education, also known as the core curriculum, to an applied education in which students
were expected to grasp broader skills needed for employment and enrichment, taught by
institutions in a manner that increased engagement and learning (Kuh, 2008, p. vi), and grounded
in transparency and accountability (pp. 7-8). Additionally, employers were more and more
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interested in a college graduate’s ability to apply a broad range of skills gained through hands-on
experiences (Peden, et al., 2020). Based upon Kuh’s (2008) analysis of National Study of
Student Engagement (NSSE) data, which is designed to provide institutions with metrics of
student engagement (p. 32), Kuh (2008) theorized that certain educational methods increased
student success, widened the skills and experiences employers desired of new college graduates
and created an expansion of undergraduate mindsets (p. 2). Kuh coined these experiences “high
impact practices” (p. 1), and in his resulting report, named undergraduate research and
culminating senior experiences such as capstones and senior theses as two of the 10 purposeful
pathways (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008) to increase engagement and success (others include
internships, learning communities, service learning, first-year seminars, and writing-intensive
courses). In the case of a culminating senior experience, students collaborate with a faculty
member to develop a professional and mentoring relationship that allows for the synthesis of
learning and firsthand experience (Kuh, 2008). Peden et al. (2020) referred to the resulting
project as an example of a student’s signature work, sometimes known as an e-portfolio (Finley,
2019).
Kuh’s (2008) analysis of NSSE data also uncovered a link between high-impact practices
and positive outcomes for students from historically underserved areas and backgrounds (Kuh,
2008). The results provided striking evidence of gains for students who began their
undergraduate career further behind their peers based on incoming test scores (Schneider, 2008).
However, Kuh noted that while underserved students achieve greater benefits from involvement
in high-impact practices, they are less likely to participate in them.
Culminating Senior Experience
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Within the scope of high-impact practices, culminating senior experiences, while less
researched and understood than other experiences (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Trosset &
Weisler, 2018), provide a direct connection between the classroom and real-life experiences
(Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016; Kuh, 2008; Springer et al., 2018), centered around faculty
mentorship. Culminating senior experiences include capstone courses, senior project or thesis,
and comprehensive examinations, often displayed publicly as a presentation, exibit or poster
(Bachand et al., 2006). According to Kuh (2008), participation in a culminating senior
experience often includes an opportunity to collaborate with fellow students, receive one-on-one
feedback, engage in higher-order learning, and work directly with faculty outside a traditional
classroom environment, creating a sense learning and support (Kuh, 2008). As such, Kilgo and
Pascarella (2016) stressed the programmatic and pedagogical benefits that result from the
experience. Because of these connections, between the classroom and experiential learning tasks
and student and faculty relationships (Kuh, 2008), studies have shown a direct link between such
experiences and retention, persistence and graduation rates (Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016; Kuh,
2008) as well as job attainment (Zilvinskis, 2019). Parker (2018) specifically noted an increase in
learning outcomes, critical thinking and communication skills essential to post-graduate study,
and job attainment as a result of a student’s research experience. While Kilgo and Pascarella
(2016) and Springer et al. (2018) confirmed that culminating senior experiences benefit students
more than classroom activities, Springer et al. (2018) and Parker (2018) noted that previous
studies – and undergraduate research generally - focused heavily on science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) disciplines rather than social behavioral fields. Both
studies noted the need for further analysis specific to social behavioral research.
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Kuh (2008), Finley (2019), and Peden et al. (2020) were consistent in noting that while
culminating experiences are critical for student development and provide strong evidence of
student learning, these practices are difficult for institutions to assess through traditional
measures such as grades, student evaluations, and student surveys because they do not
demonstrate a direct link between the high-impact practice and student learning outcomes (Peden
et al., 2020). Rather, the culminating project itself, not the course grade or student evaluation,
provides direct evidence of demonstrated learning. Thus, to evaluate effective teaching, student
growth, cumulative learning, and experiences with established learning outcomes, the American
Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), in collaboration with states and institutions,
developed national assessment standards (Crosson & Orcutt, 2014) begun through the Multistate
Collaborative (MSC) which later evolved into the VALUE Institute. The developed learning
outcomes provided a mechanism to holistically assess student learning based upon indirect
indicators and a student’s work evaluated through shared standards (Zimmerman, para 1, 2019).
Multistate Collaborative and the Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education
As institutions recognized the need to pair indirect assessments of student learning with
direct evidence of cumulative student growth, engagement, and experiences, they also struggled
with the means, knowledge, and ability to capture these data (Finley, 2019). Crosson and Orcutt
(2014) described the initiative by the Massachusetts Commissioner of Higher Education to
establish the Vision Project in 2010, charging the state’s public colleges and universities with
accountability measures through valid metrics and published annual results (Crosson & Orcutt,
2014). A learning community of faculty and assessment professionals from the state’s
institutions researched campus assessment programs intending to develop a statewide approach
based on the quality of student learning using direct rather than standardized assessment
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methods. As a result, the state of Massachusetts adopted the LEAP (Liberal Education and
America’s Promise) Essential Learning Outcomes and VALUE (Valid Assessment of Learning
in Undergraduate Education) rubrics, both developed by the American Association of Colleges
and Universities AAC&U to provide a framework for student learning outcomes. As Crosson
and Orcutt detailed, the goals were to establish a culture of assessment on the state campuses on
a system level, engage faculty as part of the assessment process on an institutional level, and
provide an alternative to standardized tests resulting in statewide data on student learning. The
Commissioner then invited other AAC&U LEAP states (those states that adopted the LEAP
learning outcomes) to join the Massachusetts’ pilot, resulting in the Multistate Collaborative
(MSC) and eventually the VALUE Institute (McConnell & Rhodes, 2018), supporting NILOA’s
assertion that assessment data be transparent and comparable across peer institutions and states.
The LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes detailed the outcomes expected from a general
education curriculum and establish a framework to guide students through the learning process
(McConnell & Rhodes, 2018). Studies by Kuh (2008), Finley (2019), and the AAC&U’s
VALUE Institute supported the influence of high-impact practices such as undergraduate
research on student engagement, retention, employability, and learning outcomes.
Summary
Much research exists on the assessment of student learning (Brownell & Swaner, 2010;
Finley, 2019; Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016; Kuh, 2008; Secret et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018;
Zilvinskis, 2019), particularly as new best practices have emerged in recent years. Specifically,
an assessment agenda by the Board of Higher Education in Massachusetts led to several
collaborations (Crosson & Orcutt, 2014) on a state and then national level, which resulted in a
wealth of initiatives to better understand how to best engage students to ensure they graduate
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with the tools and experiences needed to be successful post-graduation. As a result of an
institutional, state, and national assessment agenda, the methods in which student learning
outcomes are assessed and understood have evolved (Crosson & Orcutt, 2014). In addition,
several high-impact practices have emerged as a method to retain and graduate well-rounded,
engaged students with the skills to attain employment (Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016; Parker, 2018;
Provencher & Kassel, 2019; Zilvinskis, 2019).
The most significant strength of the literature on assessment was the volume available for
review, especially in recent years with the growth of new ideas and the push by national and
regional accreditors for institutions and states to demonstrate student skill attainment. The field
of assessment has grown tremendously, even in the past few years, and the depth of knowledge
has increased along with it (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Finley, 2019; Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016;
Kuh, 2008; Secret et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019). Herein lies both a
strength and a weakness; there is so much research to comb through that it is necessary to be
critical of a study’s methods and findings to ensure they are valid and appropriate in relation to
high-impact practices and student thesis research, particularly as it relates to their influence on
success for students from traditionally underserved backgrounds. The next chapter discusses the
methodology for this study.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Assessment of student learning centers around both direct and indirect methods of
evaluating outcomes in key areas ideally aligned to the course goals and assignments. Indirect
methods of assessment include student evaluations, student surveys administered by course
faculty or the institution and grades that are not explicitly tied to the course goals. In contrast,
direct methods of assessment concentrate on the assignments, research projects, and other work
that students produce based on classroom instruction and feedback, as well as standardized tests
(Lederman, 2019). Unlike standardized tests, assessment of a student’s signature work (Peden, et
al., 2020) provides direct evidence of cumulative learning rather than capturing a single point in
time, “divorced from the curriculum” (McConnell & Rhodes, 2018, p. 3). Taken together, direct
and indirect assessment efforts provide a comprehensive view of student learning. Thus, this
quantitative study is designed to assess self-reported learning and experiences on a senior
capstone or honors thesis project, a high-impact practice, at State University.
The purpose of the quantitative study was to determine the factors that correlate to
successful outcomes for students conducing their honors thesis at State University. By isolating
the indicators that influence engagement and success in a senior capstone, the institution can
better support students from traditionally underserved backgrounds and appropriately allocate
resources to curricular and cocurricular activities that promote student engagement with the
institution. This research study examined the following research questions:
RQ1: Does the relationship between students and their faculty advisor correlate to
engagement and success of honors theses at a primarily undergraduate public teaching
institution?
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•

H1: A positive relationship with faculty research advisor increases student
engagement and success.

•

H0: The relationship between student and faculty research advisor does not
contribute to student engagement and success.

RQ2: Are there differences in the findings of factors that correlate to success on a
culminating undergraduate research project at an undergraduate public institution and
those found by Trosset and Weisler (2018) in a sample of private undergraduate liberal
arts colleges?
•

H2: The factors that correlate to success differ between public and private
institutions.

•

H0: The factors that correlate to success do not differ among students at public
and private institutions.

Institutional assessment benefits students, faculty, and the entire university when
effective teaching and learning resources support faculty and students (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008).
Research initiated by Kuh (2008) and supported by numerous other studies (Brownell & Swaner,
2010; Secret et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Trosset & Weisler, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019),
demonstrated that students who participate in high-impact practices are more engaged in their
education and their institution, nurtured by a student’s sense of belonging to their institutional
community, creating connectedness and a desire to more deeply engage with their education
(Gopalan & Brady, 2020). Ultimately, a greater sense of engagement correlates to success (Kuh
& Hu, 2001) and a holistic sense of fulfillment (Yi, 2020). Further, high-impact practices
broadened the development of critical skills needed for job attainment post-graduation and
provided an opportunity to synthesize learning (Kuh, 2008). Moreover, evidence exists that high-
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impact practices have the greatest impact on students from educationally disadvantaged
backgrounds and students of color (Kuh, 2008). Ultimately, student engagement and success fuel
retention and graduation rates in a time when institutions struggle to attract and maintain
enrollments (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Secret et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Trosset &
Weisler, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019). Thus, strategic investment in assessment supports fiscal health,
faculty and student success, and the campus climate.
Site Information and Demographics
State University is a medium-sized, comprehensive institution within the Massachusetts
public university system. As such, State University is required by the Department of Higher
Education (DHE) as well as its regional accreditor, New England Commission of Higher
Education (NECHE), to measure student learning outcomes to demonstrate gains by
undergraduates in critical thinking, communication, and reasoning proficiencies and graduate
students with 21st century skills (Finley, 2019). Like many institutions, State University has been
significantly impacted by shifts in demographics resulting in decreases in admission yields as
well as declines in retention and state allocations to public higher education. In Fall 2016, for
example, the total undergraduate headcount was 7346, dropping to 5716 by Fall 2020, a 22%
decrease in undergraduate students (Perry, 2021). In Fall 2020, 62% of first-year students and
61% of seniors identified as first generation; 38% identified as a person of color; 36% of students
were Pell eligible; 70% reported working at least sixteen hours per week; and 83% commuted to
campus (Perry, 2021). Twenty percent of students identified as Latino, and the institution expects
to qualify as a Hispanic Serving Institution within the next five years (Perry, 2021). In contrast,
Trosset and Weisler’s 2018 survey did not specifically ask their sample of students to identify
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their demographics or report on their socio-economic status, residency status, or hours worked
for income.
Participants and Sampling Methods
State University honors students represent the population studied. The honors program is
a high-touch, cohort-based program that culminates with a final thesis designed to demonstrate
the full scope of learning during the student’s undergraduate career. The program offers a
challenging curriculum to students in a highly supportive environment (Commonwealth Honors
Program, 2021). Specially selected and dedicated faculty, smaller class sizes in a seminar format,
guaranteed on-campus housing for four years, and access to the Honors Center where students
and faculty work and meet in a collaborative and comfortable space (Commonwealth Honors
Program, 2021) make the program unique. The resulting honors thesis is publicly disseminated
through the university library and accessible via the Digital Commons site.
The honors program was a nonrandom purposive sample (Mills & Gay, 2019) designed
to meet the needs of the study and the climate of the institution during faculty work to rule and
the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the study design was purposeful to ensure that faculty would not
be asked, nor obligated, to participate or facilitate the study. In turn, the honors program
benefitted from a program-level assessment conducted by State University, resulting in data that
can be reported to State University’s regional accreditor and used internally to understand
program strengths and areas of improvement around student success and experiences.
The thesis experiences survey was open to any senior honors student or recent graduate
during a single point in time and provided an opportunity for students to self-report their
engagement, preparation, learning gains, and experiences – the core components of success
within high-impact practices - with their thesis and faculty advisor. Students begin to develop
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their thesis topics and seek out a faculty advisor to sponsor their work during their junior year.
During their senior year, students spend at least their fall semester writing their thesis in
collaboration with their faculty sponsor. Finally, students present their findings just before
graduation in May of their senior year, either at their home institution or at the University of
Massachusetts undergraduate research symposium. The sample size and resulting response rate
of the survey were expected to be small due to the size of the program under review.
Instrumentation
Trosset and Weisler (2018), in a project funded by the Teagle Foundation, assessed the
student work of 213 students from seven private liberal arts colleges between 2009-2013 (p. 47).
The quality of the thesis was evaluated on a rubric developed by Trosset and Weisler (2018) and
correlated to self-reported engagement scores collected from their Senior Thesis Experiences
Survey. With the permission of Trosset and Weisler (Appendix A), the Senior Thesis
Experiences Survey was utilized for this study. In their study, the authors received 798 survey
responses, which was administered electronically at seven private liberal arts colleges in Spring
2012 and four campuses in Spring 2013, with “thesis areas distributed almost evenly between
humanities and arts, social sciences, and natural sciences, including psychology” (Trosset &
Weisler, 2018, p. 48). The survey instrument itself was primarily a Likert scale designed to elicit
student attitudes about their degree of engagement with their thesis, personal characteristics, and
work habits with supplementary questions on topic selection, course load, and their faculty
advisor relationship. Additional questions were added to the survey for this study to isolate
demographic and academic factors that may influence or predict a successful thesis experience
including race and gender identity, first generation status, work status, field of study, commuter
status, and socio-economic status (Appendix E). Participants had the option to self-report
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demographic information if they were comfortable doing so or could skip those questions at their
discretion.
Validity and Reliability of Instruments
Content validity of the Trosset and Weisler (2018) instrument was assured by using a
similar population – undergraduate seniors with a culminating thesis – and by sampling from
similar disciplines. Further, threats to validity were minimized by replicating the Senior Thesis
Experiences instrument, already tested on a large sample size, and employing skip logic where
applicable. Questions were added to the survey to collect data on student characteristics and
demographics; however, the additional questions did not compromise the validity or the
instrument as the independent variable was not altered (Mills & Gay, 2019).
Data Collection
The university registrar at State University assisted in the recruitment of students to the
honors thesis experiences survey by providing an email list of potential participants to the
researcher. The researcher emailed a study recruitment flyer to graduating seniors and recent
alums requesting participation in the survey. Recruitment efforts were repeated weekly, by email
and social media, for three weeks. The faculty chair of the honors program also posted the
recruitment to the program’s Facebook page.
Data Analysis
This study utilized Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) quantitative Senior Thesis Experiences
Survey. Questions were added to the Senior Thesis Experiences Survey to report demographics
(e.g., racial and gender identity) and student specific characteristics (e.g., field of study,
commuter status, work status, first generation status) (Appendix E) to allow for factors
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commonly found among students in public institutions like State University to be isolated and
tested.
The study hypothesized that a positive relationship with faculty research advisor
increases student engagement and success. In addition, the study sought to determine if there are
differences in the findings between State University and the private liberal arts colleges in the
Trosset and Weisler (2018) study. The quantitative design was used to determine if a relationship
exists between the independent variable – relationship with faculty advisor – and the dependent
variables – outcome or success and engagement. Trosset and Weisler (2018) found that student
commitment on their senior thesis combined with a student’s relationship with their faculty
advisor predicted final outcomes or grades on their thesis at seven private liberal arts colleges.
However, for students within a primarily undergraduate state institution, who often have
competing priorities such as dependents, jobs, and commutes to school, and may be differentially
prepared for college than their peers at private colleges, the factors that correlate to success may
be far different. The utilization of a correlation study allowed the researcher to test several
factors; when more than one factor correlated to the criteria, the combination of variables
strengthened the accuracy of the prediction (Mills & Gay, 2019), as did the use of a validated
instrument (Mills & Gay, 2019). With an established relationship, a more in-depth examination
of the correlation, and possible influence of factors can be explored further in a casualcomparative or experimental study (Mills & Gay, p. 221).
Limitations
The most obvious limitation of the study was the sample size. The quantitative survey of
student experiences with their honors thesis resulted in a small pool of data from State
University. The honors program at State University is a small, cohort-style program intentionally
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designed to provide increased support and engagement between faculty and students. The survey
recruited around one hundred graduating seniors and recent graduates. Thus, while the
generalizability of the research was limited, opportunities for further studies exist. Future
research would benefit from larger, more representative sample sizes both in terms of student
characteristics and the types of student thesis experiences within other high-impact practices
such as capstones, internships, and community partnerships, for example. Additional limitations
may have existed based on the campus climate and COVID-19 pandemic. The selection of the
honors program was intentional as it eliminated any conflict with the faculty work-to-rule order
since faculty were not directly involved in the collection of data or assessment efforts. Likewise,
the COVID-19 pandemic created significant chaos for students and faculty both personally and
in their educations as teaching modalities shifted and many students struggled with adequate
resources necessary for remote schooling. As a result, the quality of theses, student-faculty
relationship, student experiences, and resulting grades may have been impacted.
Delimitations
Participants were purposefully recruited from the honors program at State University due
to a program requirement, which necessitates graduating seniors submit a culminating thesis
developed in partnership with their faculty advisor. The culminating senior experience capstone
or honors thesis represents one of ten high-impact practices coined by Kuh (2008), with the
student-faculty relationship as the cornerstone of the connection designed to build engagement
toward a successful thesis and educational outcome. Similarly, Trosset and Weisler’s (2018)
survey instrument also bound this study due to its focus on the senior thesis as a high-impact
practice, diving specifically into the factors that correlate to quality of the thesis and successful
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outcomes such as the relationship between the faculty advisor and students attending State
University, a public university.
Ethical Issues
There were no anticipated ethical issues associated with the research design, and minimal
risks to participants. There was a small risk of breach of confidentiality of participant data, and
the potential for participants to feel uncomfortable answering questions about their experiences.
The quantitative survey was created in RedCap with SSL encryption enabled and IP addressing
turned off. The faculty chair of the State University honors program assisted in the recruitment of
students by posting an invitation to the survey on their Facebook page. The university registrar
provided a list of email addresses for potential participants. The survey did not ask students any
identifiable information and therefore the data was anonymous. A participant information sheet
preceded the survey and provided students with the purpose and goals of the survey, an
explanation of how their data was anonymously collected, stored, and analyzed, a statement
about risks and benefits of the research, and provided contact information for students in case
they had any concerns about their participation in the study. All anonymous study data including
survey results were stored on the researcher’s password-protected institutional drive accessible
only by the researcher. All RedCap data was downloaded to the drive and deleted from RedCap
as soon as data collection ended. Aggregated, anonymous outcomes were shared with the faculty
chair of the honors program at State University after the final dissertation was presented at the
end of the study. Study data is being securely stored for three years and will then destroyed.
Summary
This quantitative correlation study strove to determine the factors that correlate to
successful outcomes for students conducting their honors thesis at State University within the
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honors program. In Fall 2020, 61.5% of first year and senior students at State University
identified as first-generation, 70% reported working at least sixteen hours a week, 83%
commuted to school, and almost 40% identified as a person of color and were Pell eligible
(Perry, 2021). These student characteristics are in stark contrast to students normally enrolled in
private institutions like those sampled by Trosset and Weisler (2018). This study provided an
opportunity to explore support for the factors which correlate to success by Kuh and O’Donnell
(2013) and studied by Trosset and Weisler (2018) regarding engagement for students from
traditionally underserved backgrounds at State University. In his 2008 research on student
engagement, Kuh theorized that the relationship with their faculty mentor and participation in
high-impact practices such as a senior culminating experience increases student engagement and
success, particularly for students from underserved backgrounds. If such an association holds
true at State University, more individual resources can be put in place to better support student
success and faculty professional development in high-impact practices, and more specifically, in
capstone and honors thesis experiences. This quantitative study utilized Trosset and Weisler’s
validated survey instrument with additional questions added to allow students to self-report
individual characteristics such as work status, commuter status, first-generation status, and
demographics. A correlation was conducted to isolate specific variables related to faculty
relationship, student commitment and student preparation and allowed results to be compared
between State University and Trosset and Weisler (2018), while also examining factors of
success for honors students at State University on their required senior thesis.
While the study was limited by its small sample size, and potentially by the faculty work
to rule order and COVID-19 pandemic, the sample size was large enough to separate specific
student self-reported characteristics such as first-generation status, field of study, racial and
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gender identity, commuter and work status, and correlate them to teaching and learning factors
such as the student’s relationship with their faculty advisor. No ethical issues were reported in
the anonymous quantitative survey design. The following chapter will present this study’s data.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
As a result of Kuh’s (2008) groundbreaking study on student engagement and success,
and reinforced by numerous studies since (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Secret et al., 2017;
Springer et al., 2018; Trosset & Weisler, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019), institutions of higher education
have emphasized participation in high-impact practices such as service learning, undergraduate
research, and learning communities to boost student-faculty relationships and a sense of
belonging to their institution, thereby increasing retention and graduation rates (Brownell &
Swaner, 2010; Kuh, 2008; Provencher & Kassel, 2019). Despite the substantial research on highimpact practices, Brownell and Swaner (2010) and Trosset and Weisler (2018) reported that few
studies focused specifically on the assessment of student learning within culminating senior
experiences, which include capstones and senior theses, and rather studied the experience more
holistically. Thus, Trosset and Weisler (2018) sought to understand capstone outcomes, and if
the quality of a thesis relates to a student’s connection with their faculty advisor, their
commitment to their education, or their preparation, nuances on Kuh’s (2008) promotion of highimpact practices as a gateway to support a student’s sense of belonging and engagement.
While Finley (2019) and Kuh (2008) emphasized the importance of high-impact practices
in leveling the playing field for students from educationally underserved backgrounds, Trosset
and Weisler’s 2018 study specifically focused on the capstone or senior thesis experience within
several private liberal arts colleges. Therefore, the purpose of this quantitative study was to
determine the factors that correlate to successful outcomes for students conducing their honors
thesis – a culminating senior experience – at a primarily undergraduate public institution, and to
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compare those outcomes to those reported by Trosset and Weisler (2018) on student experiences
in private liberal arts colleges. The following research questions were examined:
RQ1: Does the relationship between students and their faculty advisor correlate to
engagement and success of honors theses at a primarily undergraduate public teaching
institution?
•

H1: A positive relationship with a student’s honors research advisor increases
student engagement and success.

•

H0: A positive relationship with a student’s honors research advisor does not
increase student engagement and success.

RQ2: Are there differences in the findings of factors that correlate to success on a
culminating undergraduate research project at an undergraduate public institution and
those found by Trosset and Weisler (2018) in a sample of private undergraduate liberal
arts colleges?
•

H2: The factors that correlate to success differ between public and private
institutions.

•

H0: The factors that correlate to success do not differ among students at public
and private institutions.

This quantitative correlation study deployed Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) anonymous
online survey (with permission, Appendix A) to seniors and recent alums of the honors program
at State University to gauge their experience with their honors thesis. The honors program is a
small, high-touch cohort-based program with a challenging curriculum in a highly supportive
environment supported by specially selected and dedicated faculty (Commonwealth Honors
Program, 2021), with a culminating senior thesis requirement meant to demonstrate each
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student’s full scope of learning throughout their undergraduate career. The nonrandom purposive
sample (Mills & Gay, 2019) was designed to meet the needs of the study and campus climate
during a faculty work-to-rule order and COVID-19 pandemic and produce a program level
assessment of student learning in support of state and regional accreditation requirements.
After an exemption determination by the University of New England’s (UNE)
Institutional Review Board (IRB), as well as the IRB at State University, Trosset and Weisler’s
(2018) Senior Thesis Experiences Survey was posted to REDCap, with an approved participant
information sheet (Appendix B) preceding the data collection instrument. While the original
survey was designed to extensively assess student experiences, it did not include questions on
demographics or student factors that may influence success for students represented at State
University, and therefore, those questions were added to this research study (Appendix E).
Students had the option to indicate their race, gender, hours worked for pay, first-generation
status, resident or commuter status, and Pell eligibility.
An UNE IRB approved recruitment email was emailed to graduating seniors and recent
alums of the honors program twice by the researcher and once by the program chairperson over
the course of three weeks and resulted in a 29% (n=35) response rate. To maintain the integrity
of Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) research, student responses were bracketed into three specific
areas according to Trosset and Weisler’s factor analysis: faculty supervision (e.g., student-faculty
relationship); student commitment or quality of engagement; and student preparation. The
sections that follow detail the specific methods of analysis.
Analysis Method
After three recruitment emails were sent to seniors and recent alums, two by the
researcher and one by the honors department chair, over the course of three weeks, the survey
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closed. Out of 119 potential respondents, the survey received a 29% response rate (n=35). Using
the REDCap data export function, the raw data, excluding the survey identifier and timestamp
fields, was exported as a comma separated file and imported into Excel for analysis. While the
online survey only included 27 questions, many questions were designed in a matrix scale
format, and as a result, the data file included 160 possible datapoints per student. Thus, it became
imperative to divide the data into smaller, more manageable segments for analysis. These groups
included demographic and student indicators, high-impact practices, a statistical summary, and
factors for correlational analysis.
The statistical summary tab was organized to provide a quick output of the resulting data
including a count, total and percentage for each variable, as well as for several survey questions
including those associated with participation in high-impact practices, engagement with thesis
(e.g., number of drafts; hours worked per day; days worked per week), questions regarding
student relationship with their faculty advisor, and student success characteristics. Statistics were
grouped by academic field (e.g., college, major); demographics (e.g., race, gender, firstgeneration, resident or commuter, Pell eligibility); hours worked for pay; engagement in highimpact practices; quality of engagement in thesis; relationship with faculty advisor; student
success and beliefs about their thesis; and student academic characteristics. For demographic and
student indicators, the datasheet also included comparative statistics between the sample, the
entire honors program, and State University as reported by the institution (Perry, 2021) to isolate
patterns or unique outliers. For example, 83.9% of survey respondents were female; at first
glance, this statistic seems to indicate a saturation of females within the survey sample, however,
females make up 82% of the honors program as a whole, and therefore, the study sample is
representative of the honors program. The summary also showed significant gaps in the results,
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specifically that many survey questions were left blank. Overall, only 54% of the surveys were
fully complete; some students left only one or two questions blank, while others did not answer
several. Some of these holes are easily understood, such as race and gender; the survey included
a disclaimer that demographic questions were optional; similarly, some students may not have
known how to answer a question such as their Pell eligibility, but other blanks such as academic
program are less easily understood, though they may be related to a student’s desire to maintain
anonymity within a small sample (e.g., small academic departments with few honors students).
While the study intended to conduct a regression analysis to isolate specific factors that
correlate to success or inhibit outcomes for students at State University, many of whom represent
traditionally underserved backgrounds, the large number of missing data combined with the
small sample size resulted in demographic and student indicator variables with less than 30
responses, preventing the establishment of a valid relationship (Mills & Gay, 2019) between
variables. However, several interesting results can still be discerned. For example, on a fourpoint Likert scale, 82.4% of students felt their honors advisor was supportive of their project and
goals (n=28, very much), 70.6% were satisfied with their advisor (n=24, very much), yet only
35.5% felt challenged by their honors advisor to do their best work on their thesis (n=11, very
much). Thus, while the sample may not be large enough to dig deeper into the nuances within
these data, it does provide interesting information about academic and personal relationship
attributes.
In addition to a summary worksheet of statistics, several tables were created in Excel
using the pivot table function. Specifically, tables displaying the number of courses taken by
race, number of hours worked by race, and first-generation status by race showed an even
distribution between white students and students of color within the sample. For example, 38%
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(n=10) of white students took five or more courses while writing their thesis compared to 40%
(n=2) of students of color, as shown in Table 1.
Table 1
Number of Courses Taken by Race
Race

Count by ID
2
3
4
5
6
7 or more
Grand Total
Blank
1
1
1
1
0
0
4
POC
0
1
2
2
0
0
5
White
0
6
10
7
1
2
26
Grand Total
1
8
13
10
1
2
35
Note: POC, or person of color, includes all students who identified as a person of color
A similar breakdown of participation in high-impact practices by race required that the
matrix of responses be aggregated and then summarized before analysis. Students were asked
about their participation in seven individual high-impact practices including internships, learning
communities, study abroad experiences, faculty research, capstone, or culminating experiences,
first year reading experience, and service learning across their undergraduate career, potentially
over five years. To summarize the matrix, all responses were recoded from checked or unchecked
to yes or no and then each individual student response was counted across their undergraduate
career. Finally, a pivot table was used to display a breakdown of each high-impact practice by
race to determine if differences in engagement exist. As with the distribution of academic course
load by race, no stark differences were found. For example, 80% of students of color had an
internship during their undergraduate career, as did 80.7% of white students, as shown in Table
2.

Table 2
Participation in High-Impact Practices by Race
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High-impact Practice

POC
Internship/Field Experience/Coop/Clinical
80.0%
Learning Community
20.0%
Study Abroad program
20.0%
Work on a faculty research project
80.0%
Culminating Senior Experience
100.0%
First Year Reading Experience/Seminar
100.0%
Service Learning/Civic Engagement
60.0%
Note: shown as percent of total by demographic

White

Yes

Total

Percentage

80.7%
11.5%
15.4%
69.2%
100.0%
96.2%
50.0%

28
4
8
23
35
34
20

35
35
34
35
35
35
34

80.0%
11.4%
23.5%
65.7%
100.0%
97.1%
58.8%

To analyze the student-faculty relationship, the independent variable in the study, as well
as quality of student engagement and student preparation, questions were grouped together
according to Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) factor analysis. Trosset and Weisler tested the survey
questions within each of the three factors and found a tendency for those questions to be
answered consistently. The researcher used the same factors to maintain consistency in the data
analysis. In their study, Trosset and Weisler reported that responses were grouped together not
because they tended to be answered the same way, but because they indicated an overall pattern
(Trosset & Weisler, 2018). To quantify student success, Trosset and Weisler’s study used
independent faculty raters to score student work on a single rubric. Those scores were then
correlated to each factor. Because this study did not have independent artifact scores or
individual student grade point averages (to ensure anonymity of survey responses), the current
study included a question asking students to self-report their expected grade on their thesis.
However, because only 19 of 35 students provided a response, expected grade could not be
correlated to the other factors. Instead, success was correlated to the self-appraisal survey
question, I think my thesis is well done, which had a consistent response rate with respect to the
other three factors. This question was added to Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) instrument on their
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suggestion; originally, the survey only included a question on a student’s satisfaction of the
quality of their thesis, rather than an assessment of their outcome (Trosset & Weisler, 2018).
The factor faculty supervision related to student-faculty relationship and included all the
questions from the survey on the thesis advising experience. Specifically, using the same fourpoint Likert scale (very much, somewhat, not very much, and not at all) the survey asked
students to rate: whether their faculty advisor provided useful and/or timely feedback, if their
advisor was available when needed, had clear expectations, read their work closely, was
supportive, was knowledgeable, understood the student’s topic, whether the advisor’s
suggestions had an impact, whether the student followed the faculty advisor’s advice, and
whether the student wanted this person as their advisor as shown in Figure 1 (Trosset & Weisler,
2018).
Figure 1
Faculty Supervision Likert Scale
4.00

Student Rating

3.50
3.00
2.50
2.00
1.50
1.00

Faculty Relationship Factors

Note: Mean and standard deviation of faculty relationship factors
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Students rated their relationship with their faculty advisor positively with a mean score of 3.5 for
all questions within the faculty supervision factor. The question This is the person I most wanted
as my advisor resulted in the most variation (M=3.29; SD=1.09), followed by I have been very
satisfied with my honors advisor (M=3.47; SD=0.93) and My honors advisor has read my work
closely (M=3.43; SD=0.92).
The group student preparation included all the questions related to a student’s sense of
preparedness to conduct a capstone research experience and thesis: their ability to select an
approach, formulate their own positions, to fairly consider other points of view, to find and
evaluate relevant scholarly work, to support an argument with evidence, to write a long, wellorganized paper, and to manage their own time working on a large independent project as shown
in Figure 2.
Figure 2
Student Preparation Likert Scale
4.00

Student Rating

3.50
3.00
2.50
2.00
1.50
1.00

Develop topic

Select
Find & evaluate
Support
appropriate scholarly work argument w.
methodology
evidence

Consider
conflicting
viewpoins

Student Preparation Factors

Note: Mean and standard deviation of student preparation factors

Write a long Manage your
well-organized
time
paper

52
In contrast to the faculty supervision factor, students rated their preparedness to conduct an
honors thesis lower, with an overall mean score of 3.09 and standard deviations clustered
between 0.93 and 1.06. Three of the student preparedness questions resulted in the Not very
much range on the 4-point Likert scale including Develop an appropriate topic or questions for a
major project (M=2.94; SD=0.93); Select an appropriate methodology or approach to that topic
(M=2.87; SD=0.96); and Manage your own time while working on a large independent topic
(M=2.81; SD=1.05).
Finally, the factor student commitment clustered questions related to student work habits
and their feelings about their work: whether the student felt they had worked harder than they
expected to, accomplished more than they expected to, whether the student felt the thesis was the
most important work of their college career, and if they thought their thesis was an original piece
of work as shown in Figure 3.
Figure 3
Student Commitment Likert Scale
4

Student Rating

3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1

I have worked harder
than I expected to

I have accomplished
more than I expected to

My thesis is my most
important work

Student Commitment Factors

Note: Mean and standard deviation of student commitment factors

My thesis is very original
work
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Like the student preparation factor, the student commitment factor had a mean of 3.09 indicating
that students felt somewhat committed to their thesis, with standard deviations ranging between
0.74 and 0.98. Regarding student commitment, Trosset and Weisler specifically distinguished
between student engagement traditionally defined as “the extent to which [students] take part in
educationally effective practices” (Kuh, et al., 2006, p. 31) and student commitment or the
concept of quality of engagement (Weisler & Trosset, 2006), which they defined “as the extent to
which students feel engaged with their studies, in contrast to the amount of work they did or the
number of courses they completed” (Trosset & Weisler, 2018, p. 50). The nuanced distinction
made by Trosset and Weisler (2018) is specific to their study; for purposes of this researcher’s
research study, the general term engagement refers to a student’s commitment to their education
both through participation in educationally effective practices such as their honors thesis, as well
as the quality of their engagement with their thesis.
Presentation of Results and Findings
The first research question - does the relationship between students and their faculty
advisor correlate to engagement and success – was analyzed by correlating faculty scores with
student commitment and the self-appraisal scores for I think my thesis is well done. In addition,
student preparation scores were also correlated to faculty relationship, student commitment, and
student success to assess the second research question, to differentiate between Trosset and
Weisler’s (2018) findings and the results of this study. Once each factor was separated into its
own worksheet in Excel, a sum score for each student was calculated within each factor, along
with the mean and standard deviation. Those factor scores were then used to run a correlation
between faculty supervision, student preparation, and student commitment using the CORREL
function in Excel. A correlation was also calculated for all three factors and the self-appraisal I
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think my thesis is well done. Next, the student scores for each factor were imported into SPSS to
calculate the p-value. The p-value was generated for faculty supervision, student preparation,
student commitment, and I think my thesis is well done, and is identified in Table 3.
Table 3
Correlational Analysis
Variable
1. Faculty Supervision Score
2. Student Prep Score
3. Student Commitment Score
4. Thesis Well done
** p < .01 (2-tailed); * p < 0.05

n
31
31
31
31

M
3.50
3.09
3.50
3.29

SD
0.79
1.01
0.83
0.53

1

2

3

0.208
0.350
0.124

0.337
0.013

0.198

The correlation coefficient r=.350 indicated a moderate (Mills & Gay, 2019) relationship
between student-faculty advising and student commitment or quality of engagement. The faculty
and student commitment correlation had a p-value of .054 making it nearly significant. While it
is possible that a larger sample size could result in a more significant p-score (less than .05),
these data indicated that a student’s relationship with their faculty advisor positively correlated to
student commitment with their thesis, as theorized by Kuh (2008). The data did not demonstrate
a relationship between faculty and a student’s self-appraisal of their thesis. Further, the factor for
success, I think my thesis is well done, also did not correlate to student preparation or student
commitment. There was, however, a near significant relationship between student preparation
and student commitment (r=0.337) with a p-value of 0.63. Trosset and Weisler (2018) found that
student preparation predicted thesis quality; while this study could not directly measure quality, a
slight relationship between student preparation and student commitment indicated that the better
prepared students are for their thesis, the more engaged they were with it (r=.337, p=.063).
Though the sample size limits the significance of the correlational analysis, several
interesting outcomes are noted. First, while students reported that they felt supported (80%) and
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satisfied (71%) with their faculty advisor, only 35.5% felt challenged by their advisor to do their
best work, as shown in Figure 4.
Figure 4

Count

Faculty Relationship: Very Much
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

35

20

35
22

35
24

35
25

35

35

35

34

35
28

22

19

22

21

35
28

34
25

34

31

24
11

Faculty Relationship Factors
Very much

All

Note: Count of students who rated their faculty relationship factors very much
Of the survey sample, 91.4% of respondents reported working for pay; 38.9% indicated they
receive a Pell grant, 80% commuted, 74% took four or more courses while writing their thesis,
and almost 30% reported being the first in their family to attend a four-year college, as seen in
Figure 5.
Figure 5
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Note: Count by demographic variable
It is also interesting to note that Trosset and Weisler (2018) found no correlation between thesis
grade, given by their faculty advisor, and thesis rubric score, as assessed by independent raters,
with the faculty grade inflated as compared to thesis rubric score. Seemingly then, faculty
conflated quality with effort, possibly due to the personal relationship forged through the
capstone experience. Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) finding, therefore, brings traditional faculty
grading as it relates to thesis quality and success into question.
Honors survey results showed that honors students were highly engaged in educationally
effective practices, almost equally between students of color and white students, as shown in
Figure 6.
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Figure 6

Participation rate

Participation in High-Impact Practices by Race
100.0%
90.0%
80.0%
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High-impact Practices
POC
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Note: Percentage of participation in high-impact practices by race
Of the seven high-impact practices surveyed, honors students reported a high level of
participation in five of them including internships/field work/co-op/clinical placement (80%),
faculty research (65.7%), capstone/thesis (100%), first year reading experience (97.1%) and
service learning or civic engagement (58.8%).
Within the sample (n=35), 83.9% of the survey respondents identified as female. While
the saturation of females within the survey sample looks concerning, the entire honors program
at State University is 82.1% female (Perry, 2021), and therefore the survey sample was
representative of the whole. Within the entire State University student body, however, 64.6% of
identifies as female (Perry, 2021), far less than within the honors program. Similarly, 90.3% of
the survey respondents identified as white, while 72.1% of the honors program identified as
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white compared to 57.4% of students at State University as shown in Table 4 (Perry, 2021).
Thus, the honors program enrolled far more white females compared to the whole university.
Table 4
Student Demographics: Survey Sample, Honors Program, and State University

Category of Students
Gender
Male
Female
Nonbinary/Transgender
Unknown/choose not to answer
Total Gender
Race/Ethnicity
African American
Asian
American Indian
Latino
Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander
Nonresident alien
White
Unknown
2 or more races
Total race/ethnicity
Pell Eligible

Survey
Sample
n

Sample
%

All
Honors
N

All
Honors
%

All
State
Univ
N

All
State
Univ
%

2
26
2
1
31

6.5%
83.9%
6.5%
3.2%

36
165
*
*
201

17.9%
82.1%
*
*

2026
3690
*
*
5716

35.4%
64.6%
*
*

1
1
0
3

3.2%
3.2%
0.0%
9.7%

5
11
0
28

2.5%
5.5%
0.0%
13.9%

522
219
7
1186

9.1%
3.8%
0.1%
20.7%

0
0
28
0
0
33

0.0%
0.0%
90.3%
0.0%
0.0%

0
5
145
2
5
201

0.0%
2.5%
72.1%
1.0%
2.5%

5
*
3280
314
183
5716

0.1%
*
57.4%
5.5%
3.2%

7

38.9%

60

29.9%

2055

36.0%

Note. * Indicates variables not reported out by university to state or accreditors
a

Reflects the number and percentage of participants within sample who answered "yes" to this question.

b

Reflects the number and percentage of participants as reported by the university to state and regional accredito

c

All State University number and percentage reflects undergraduate headcount, Fall 2020

In contrast, the number and percentage of students who were Pell eligible within the study
sample (n=7; 38.9%) was slightly higher than the number and percentage of students who
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received a Pell grant within the entire honors program (n=60; 29.9%), but within range of all
undergraduates at State University (n=2055; 36.0%).
Summary
The purpose of this quantitative correlational study was to understand the relationship
between students and their honors faculty advisors, and if that relationship leads to successful
outcomes on their culminating thesis. Much research exists (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Secret et
al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Trosset & Weisler, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019) on the assessment of
student learning and the positive influence of high-impact practices to student success, as well as
their impact on retention and graduation (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Kuh, 2008; Provencher &
Kassel, 2019). Further, Finley (2019) and Kuh (2008) emphasized the effect of high-impact
practices on students from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds, particularly when students
engage in two or more high-impact practices during their undergraduate career, on leveling the
playing field (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008).
To understand the relationship between faculty advising, engagement and success, data
were grouped according to the factor analysis established by Trosset and Weisler (2018). The
factors include faculty score, student preparation score, student commitment score, and a selfappraisal for thesis success. Next, a sum score, mean, and standard deviation for each factor was
determined, followed by a correlation coefficient for each factor in relationship to the others.
Within the small sample (n=35) of data that resulted from a survey of graduating honors students
and recent alums at State University, a moderate relationship (r=.350) was found between faculty
score and student commitment, or quality of engagement (Weisler & Trosset, 2006). In addition,
the factors for student preparation and student commitment resulted in a nearly moderate
relationship (r=.337). With a larger sample, it is possible that the correlations would reach p-
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scores that are significant (p<0.05). The analysis found no correlation between faculty
supervision and a student’s self-appraisal of their thesis, nor a relationship between student selfappraisal of their thesis and either student commitment or student preparation.
While a larger sample size would have enabled a regression of specific indicators such as
Pell eligibility, first-generation status, race and gender, some interesting statistics resulted,
nonetheless. Survey data showed that honors students felt satisfied and supported by their honors
thesis advisor, however only about one-third felt that their faculty advisor challenged them to do
their best work. Further, the sample presented an even representation between white students and
students of color both in number of courses taken while writing their thesis and in their
participation in high-impact practices. Similarly, the honors sample was also representative of
the percentage of students within State University who are Pell eligible, though the honors
program as a whole enrolls slightly less students who are Pell eligible. Finally, while the sample
of respondents was overwhelmingly white females, these data are representative of the honors
program which enrolls far more white females compared to the entire university. Chapter 5
follows with an interpretation and importance of the findings, implications, and
recommendations for action and further study.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
At the start of the 21st century, institutions of higher education were forced to rethink
their practices as demographic shifts resulted in fewer college age students and fluctuating
enrollments. Moreover, students and families became far more savvy about the cost of education,
forcing institutions to compete for student yields. In addition, state boards of education and
regional accreditors increasingly called for transparency in costs, student learning, and postsecondary job attainment. State University, like many public and private colleges and
universities, struggled to address significant budgetary downturns due to both reduced state
funding and fewer student enrollments. At the same time, the Massachusetts state Board of
Higher Education called on all its public institutions to appropriately and transparently assess
student learning to ensure that their students received the critical thinking, reasoning, and
communication skills to successfully obtain employment post-graduation. As a result of the
state’s call to action, combined with the need to stabilize enrollment and their budget, State
University joined with their sister institutions to better understand – and implement – strategic
methods to support student learning (Crosson & Orcutt, 2014).
George Kuh’s 2008 study of National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) data served
as the theoretical framework for Massachusetts schools to rethink the delivery of education to
purposefully support a more effective understanding of student learning outcomes. In his
groundbreaking (Trosset & Weisler, 2018) study, Kuh isolated the relationships students formed
with their faculty members through high-tough initiatives, which he termed high-impact
practices, as the cornerstone to increase a student’s sense of belonging to their institution, their
sense of engagement with their education, and their commitment to success (Kuh, 2008). Kuh’s
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research quickly shaped how institutions approached retention and student support services and
resulted in new departments centered on specific high-impact practices such as internships,
service learning and civic engagement, first-year experiences, culminating senior experiences
such as capstones and honors theses, and study abroad. The challenge, however, was effectively
assessing these newly aligned student service methods to understand how well they promoted
student learning outcomes (Finley, 2019).
Numerous studies demonstrated the importance of high-impact practices on engagement
and retention (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Secret et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Trosset &
Weisler, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019), while others examined specific experiences including student
research, capstones, and honors theses and their impact on engagement, skill attainment and
success (Kilgo & Pascarella, 2016; Parker, 2018). Trosset and Weisler (2018) purposefully
focused on the factors that promote quality, both in a student’s engagement and their resulting
capstone. Specifically, the authors concentrated on student preparation, student commitment, and
faculty supervision, factors isolated by Kuh and O’Donnell (2013) as performance indicators to
predict quality. Trosset and Weisler (2018) garnered a large sample of survey respondents
(n=798) and independently rated rubric scores of student theses (n=213) to better understand the
factors that influence thesis quality; however, their study was limited to students enrolled at
private liberal arts colleges. As a result, a gap existed in understanding the experiences and
factors of success for students conducting senior culminating capstones at public institutions
such as State University, where such experiences are said to level the playing field (Kuh, 2008)
for students from educationally underserved communities. Thus, the purpose of this quantitative
study was to determine the factors that correlated to successful outcomes for students conducting
their honors thesis research – a culminating senior experience – at a primarily undergraduate
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public institution and to compare those outcomes to those reported by Trosset and Weisler
(2018) on student experiences in private liberal arts colleges. The following research questions
were examined:
RQ1: Does the relationship between students and their faculty advisor correlate to
engagement and success of honors theses at a primarily undergraduate public teaching
institution?
•

H1: A positive relationship with a student’s honors research advisor increases
student engagement and success.

•

H0: A positive relationship with a student’s honors research advisor does not
increase student engagement and success.

RQ2: Are there differences in the findings of factors that correlate to success on a
culminating undergraduate research project at an undergraduate public institution and
those found by Trosset and Weisler (2018) in a sample of private undergraduate liberal
arts colleges?
•

H2: The factors that correlate to success differ between public and private
institutions.

•

H0: The factors that correlate to success do not differ among students at public
and private institutions.

After an exempt determination by both the University of New England and State
University Institutional Review Boards (Appendix C and Appendix D, respectfully), this study
deployed Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) Senior Thesis Experiences Survey (with permission,
Appendix A) to students conducting their honors thesis and recent graduates of the State
University honors program and received a 29% (n=35) response rate. Anonymous data were
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downloaded from REDCap and analyzed in Excel and SPSS. Due to the small sample size,
specific variables such as Pell eligibility, first-generation status, race, and gender could not be
isolated as predictor variables in a regression (Mills & Gay, 2019), however correlations between
performance indicators were achieved, as well as a breakdown of several interesting findings
which will be discussed in the following section.
Interpretation and Importance of Findings
The theoretical framework for this study was based on George Kuh’s (2008) research on
student engagement and success, and his theory that participation in educationally effective
practices increases a student’s sense of belonging, engagement, and success, primarily because
of the relationships that students form with their faculty mentors. Further, Kuh theorized that
participation in high-impact practices levels the playing field for students from educationally
disadvantaged backgrounds, such as those at State University in which one-third of students are
Pell eligible and almost two-thirds are first-generation (Perry, 2021).
The first research question sought to confirm Kuh’s theory of engagement and success
for students at State University, a primarily undergraduate public teaching institution, and
hypothesized that a positive relationship between honors students and their faculty advisor
supported engagement and success with their thesis. A correlation between the faculty
supervision factor and student commitment – or quality of engagement – indicated a moderate
(Mills & Gay, 2019) relationship between faculty supervision and student commitment (r=.035,
p=.054). Thus, while a larger sample size would likely have resulted in a more significant pscore (<.05), these data support Kuh’s theory, and the study hypothesis, that a student’s positive
relationship with their faculty advisor supports student engagement. Despite that, a relationship
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was not found between student engagement and the self-appraisal I think my thesis is well done,
the variable attributed to student success.
This study could have benefitted from actual measures of quality such as faculty thesis
grade or independent ratings of student theses to better understand both thesis quality and student
success, as was done by Trosset and Weisler (2018). It is important to note, however, that
Trosset and Weisler (2018) found no correlation between the faculty advisor’s thesis grade and
the rubric scores by independent raters and reported that faculty thesis grade was higher than
independently rated thesis score (Trosset & Weisler, 2018). Presumably then, faculty conflated
student effort with quality. Furthermore, this study found that students felt both supported by
(80%) and satisfied with (71%) their faculty advisor with a mean rating of 3.5 on a four-point
Likert scale, however, only 35.5% felt challenged (very much) by their faculty advisor to do their
best work. These data, therefore, seem to lend support to Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) theory
that the student-faculty relationship influences faculty interpretations of success.
While Kuh’s 2008 study emphasized the importance of high-impact practices on leveling
the playing field for students from disadvantaged backgrounds, studies also found that these
students are less likely to participate in such educationally effective practices (Finley, 2019; Kuh,
2008). Within the honors program sample from State University, students of color and white
students were proportionately engaged in high-impact practices, with participation over 50% in
five of seven experiences, demonstrating a high level of engagement overall by honors students.
These data are not surprising within the context of the honors program as it is designed for
students with a high-performance level and an ability to be successful in a more challenging
curriculum (Commonwealth Honors Program, 2021). However, while the participation rate
supported Kuh’s theory, it may be misleading because 90.3% of students enrolled in the honors
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program identified as white compared to 57.4% of State University. Further, the honors program
represented students less likely to be first-generation, receive a Pell grant or identify as a person
of color, thereby representing a sample of State University that is less likely to be from a
disadvantaged background than their peers.
The second research question sought to understand if there are differences in the findings
of factors that correlate to success on a culminating undergraduate research project at a public
institution compared to the sample of private liberal arts colleges studied by Trosset and Weisler
(2018). As mentioned above, the lack of concrete measures of thesis quality such as thesis grade
or independent thesis scores limited the ability of this study to fully interpret student success.
Further, the student self-appraisal I think my thesis is well done did not correlate to any of the
three indicators (faculty supervision, student preparation, or student commitment), and the small
sample size prevented a regression of demographic variables such as first-generation status, Pell
eligibility, or hours worked for pay, and therefore, the second research question is largely
unanswered. However, Trosset and Weisler (2018) reported that student preparation predicted
thesis quality; while this study cannot correlate quality in the same manner, a near significant
relationship between student preparation and student commitment – or quality of engagement –
was found (r=.337) with a p-value of 0.63. While a larger sample may have resulted in a more
significant p-value (p<0.05), the slight relationship between student preparation and student
commitment lends support for student preparation as an indicator of student commitment, and
likely, student success with the addition of quality indicators to this study. Not surprisingly, the
better prepared students are for their thesis, the more engaged they will be in their success.
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Implications
While the small sample prevents generalizability of study results, this study provides
State University with a program level review of their honors program and the culminating thesis
as a high-impact practice, along with data that can be reported out to both the Commonwealth
Honors Program at the state level and the institution’s regional accrediting body. The study
results reinforced Kuh’s (2008) theory of the impact of the faculty mentoring relationship on a
student’s sense of belonging and engagement, both to their institution and their education.
However, Kuh’s theory that high-impact practices level the playing field for students from
educationally disadvantaged backgrounds requires a fuller examination outside of the honors
program which is predominantly comprised of white females. Finally, this study found that
student preparation correlated to thesis engagement.
Recommendations for Action
Kuh (2008) theorized, and several studies reinforced (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Secret
et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Trosset & Weisler, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019), that the studentfaculty relationship is a key component to student success, and high-impact practices provide a
gateway for students to receive mentorship, experiential learning, and build a sense of belonging
and engagement. This study lends support to Kuh’s (2008) theory through the moderate
relationship found between faculty supervision or student-faculty relationship and student
commitment or quality of engagement (r=.350, p=.054), as well as a near significant relationship
between student preparation and student commitment (r=.337, p=0.63). Thus, this study
recommends that State University to continue to devote resources to ensure all students have
several opportunities to participate in educationally effective experiences within their busy lives
and differential preparation for college. State University would benefit from a deeper assessment
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of high-impact practices on an institutional level by collecting student satisfaction data linked to
student outcomes and disaggregated by demographic factors including race, gender, Pell
eligibility, and first-generation status. Preferably, a longitudinal study of student learning and
high-impact practices that begins with first-year programs, extends through second- and thirdyear internships, field work, student teaching, and ends with culminating senior experiences,
would provide the institution with a holistic understanding of gaps in preparation, commitment,
and success. Finley (2019) noted that while high-impact practices became the norm for higher
education, their effectiveness and quality were difficult to assess, and therefore, sustain. This
study provides a framework for State University to build a better understanding of high-impact
practices, as well as their specific impact on student experiences.
Recommendations for Further Study
To understand the relationship more fully between student engagement and success in
culminating senior experiences at public institutions, future studies would benefit from the
inclusion of measurable evidence of success such as independent ratings of student work, faculty
grade on thesis, and grade point average. To obtain such results, survey responses or thesis
scores would ideally be linked to student level institutional data through a student identifier.
Once linked, the identifier could be replaced by a random-generated number, thereby insuring
anonymity in data analysis. In addition, such a study would also benefit from a larger sample size
to enable the isolation of predictor variables such as race, gender, Pell eligibility, and firstgeneration status, to enable a better understanding of the specific factors that benefit – or inhibit
– success for students from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds. Further, survey, academic,
and assessment data results could be disaggregated and correlated to additional indicators such as
class time (e.g., morning v. afternoon v. evening), curriculum (e.g., general education courses v.
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major classes), and success measures (e.g., course grade, grade point average, independent
scoring of student work) to provide an institutional level understanding of the factors that support
and inhibit student success. Finally, future studies specific to success and quality of engagement
in capstones should be expanded outside of specific programs to capstones in general, both
within State University and peer undergraduate public institutions to enable generalizability of
results.
Conclusion
Beginning in the early part of the 21st century, the higher education landscape shifted in a
myriad of complex ways. Demographic population changes resulted in fewer college age
students while parents and students became savvier about costs and financial aid packages,
driving competitiveness between institutions to yield students. As a result, many colleges and
universities saw substantial decreases in their enrollments with direct impacts to their budgets. At
the same time, decreases in state support to public institutions and increases in accountability
from accreditors forced colleges and universities to rethink student support services to ensure
students developed the so-called 21st century critical thinking, reasoning, and communication
skills (Finley, 2019) needed to be successful and employable. As a result, many institutions
shifted resources to develop new academic and student support areas to focus on high-impact
practices (Kuh, 2008) to provide students with purposeful pathways (Finley, 2019) to foster a
sense of belonging to their institution, a sense of engagement with their education, and success
towards graduation and employment (Finley, 2019; Kuh, 2008). While high-impact practices
were almost universally adopted across higher education, assessment of their effectiveness
alluded many institutions (Finley, 2019) due to their non-traditional, and sometimes experiential
nature.
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The emergence of high-impact practices as a method to increase student engagement and
success resulted from Kuh’s study of National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) data
which showed that students who developed a positive faculty mentor relationship through such
purposeful pathways increased their sense of belonging and engagement, and consequently their
success, in their education. Kuh’s groundbreaking (Trosset & Weisler, 2018) theory led to
overarching changes in structure and practice in higher education and an abundance of research
on their effectiveness both individually and as a group of practices (Brownell & Swaner, 2010;
Secret et al., 2017; Springer et al., 2018; Trosset & Weisler, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2019); in boosting
retention and graduation rates (Brownell & Swaner, 2010; Kuh, 2008; Provencher & Kassel,
2019); and in leveling the playing field for differentially prepared students (Finley, 2019; Kuh,
2008). Thus, the theoretical framework for this study centers on Kuh’s (2008) theory of
engagement and success through participation in high-impact practices, while the conceptual
framework is grounded in the opportunities these educationally effective practices create for
students.
This quantitative correlational study utilized Trosset and Weisler’s (2018) Senior Thesis
Experiences Survey (with permission, Appendix A) and methodology to understand and compare
the factors that contribute to engagement and success for students in their honors thesis at State
University. A moderate relationship (r=.350) was found between the student-faculty advising
relationship and student commitment or quality of engagement with a p-value of .054 making the
relationship nearly significant. These data supported Kuh’s theory of engagement, and the study
hypothesis, that a positive mentoring relationship between students and their faculty advisor
lends itself to a deeper commitment in the honors thesis. In addition, a nearly significant
relationship between student preparation and student commitment was found (r=0.337) with a p-
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value of 0.63, a finding unique to this study. A larger sample size may have resulted in a more
significant p value (p<0.05) for both relationships. A relationship was not found between any of
the three factors – faculty supervision, student preparation, or student commitment – and thesis
quality, however, the inclusion of measurable evidence of quality such as rubric scores, thesis
grade, and grade point average would have enabled a deeper analysis of quality than the selfappraisal by students of their thesis.
While the small sample size (n=35) prevented an isolation of demographic factors such as
race, gender, Pell eligibility, and first-generation status for the second research question, several
interesting results were found in the sample data. Students reported feeling both supported by
and satisfied with their faculty advisor, however, only about one-third felt their advisor
challenged them to do their best work. The data in this study also showed consistency between
the percentage of students of color and white students in workload (e.g., number of courses
taken; work for pay) and participation in high-impact practices, demonstrating that honors
students are highly engaged both personally and academically. While the demographic
breakdown of the sample is representative of the honors program, with most students identifying
as white and as a woman, it is not representative of State University as a whole in which white
students account for about half of the student population, while women represent just over half of
the student body.
Future studies would benefit from measurable evidence of success such as rubric scores
of independently rated student theses, faculty thesis grade, and grade point average as done by
Trosset and Weisler (2018). Such a design would benefit from student level data linked to survey
data or thesis scores and then anonymized for analysis to provide a deeper dive into the factors
that contribute or inhibit success for students at a public institution. Furthermore, a larger sample

72
would allow also for the isolation of demographic factors utilizing a regression analysis in
addition to a correlation of faculty advising relationship, student preparation, and student
commitment to gain a better understanding of specific challenges on a culminating senior thesis
for students from educationally and economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Finally, while the
sampling for this study was purposeful, an expansion of the sample outside of the honors
program to include all capstones at State University, as well as the inclusion of students at peer
public institutions would enable generalizability of the results and a full understanding of factors
that correlate to success and engagement in senior culminating experiences at public institutions.
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Appendix A
Permission to Use Survey Instrument

From:
To:
Subject:
Date:
Attachments:

Carol Trosset
Megan Williams
Re: [EXTERNAL] Re: What Makes a Senior Thesis Good instrument
Thursday, February 4, 2021 2:32:46 PM
Senior Thesis Experiences Survey Trosset.pdf

CAUTION: This email originated from outside of Salem State University. Do not click links or open attachments
unless you recognize the sender and know the content is safe.

Megan,
Here's a pdf of the survey, attached.
best,
Carol
On Thu, Feb 4, 2021 at 1:24 PM Megan Williams wrote:
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Hi Carol,

Thanks so much for your email and blessing on your survey. Is the survey somewhere I can
access it publicly? I haven’t seen it in my searches.

I will be happy to cite the survey and your work in my research and final dissertation.

Thanks again,
Megan

>
From: Carol Trosset <
Sent: Thursday, February 4, 2021 1:11 PM
>
To: Megan Williams <
Subject: [EXTERNAL] Re: What Makes a Senior Thesis Good instrument

CAUTION: This email originated from outside of Salem State University. Do not click links or open
attachments unless you recognize the sender and know the content is safe.

Dear Megan,
I'm so sorry for the delay in responding. I'm glad our work has been useful to you. You are
welcome to use our survey or combine bits of it with other questions. All I ask is that you cite
us in your report, and eventually tell me if you find out something interesting!

best,
Carol
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Appendix B
Participant Information Sheet

Participant Information Sheet
Information Sheet Version
2/23/22
Date:
IRB Project #:
0222-06
Factors that predict student engagement and success in honors
Title of Project:
student theses at a New England public institution
Principal Investigator
Megan Williams
(PI):
Mwilliams54@une.edu
PI Contact Information:
617-947-1648
INTRODUCTION
 This is a project being conducted for research purposes.
 The intent of the Participant Information Sheet is to provide you with pertinent details about
this research project.
 You are encouraged to ask any questions about this research project, now, during or after the
project is complete.
 Your participation is completely voluntary.
 The use of the word ‘we’ in the Information Sheet refers to the Principal Investigator and/or
other research staff.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS PROJECT?
The purpose of this quantitative study is to determine the factors that predict and inhibit
successful outcomes for students conducting their honors thesis. If a relationship can be isolated
among certain variables relative to student engagement and success and their relationship with
their faculty advisor, more specific targeted supports can be put in place for faculty mentors and
students to promote student success. The proposed research is being conducted as part of the
researcher’s dissertation.
WHY AM I BEING ASKED TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS PROJECT?
You are being asked to participate in this research project because you are a graduating senior or
recent alumni, in the honors program conducting an honors thesis or capstone.
WHAT IS INVOLVED IN THIS PROJECT?
Students will be emailed a link to a published and validated electronic survey (Trosset &
Weisler, 2018) containing 27 questions. It is estimated that it will take less than 10 minutes to
complete the survey. The survey will ask students to self-report their experiences with their
honors thesis and relationship with their faculty advisor. Students will also be asked to report on
individual characteristics that shape their experience such as hours worked in a job, first
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generation status, and field of study. All questions are voluntary and students may skip any
question they do not wish to answer.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS INVOLVED FROM BEING
IN THIS PROJECT?
There are no more than minimal risks as a result of participating in this study including breach of
confidentiality and slight discomfort in answering questions around participant effort and
challenges in their honors thesis. In order to mitigate a possible breach of confidentiality, SSL
encryption will be enabled and IP addressing disabled. All data collected will be anonymous, and
all student characteristics will be reported in aggregate. Downloaded data will be stored on a
password protected file accessible only to the researcher and faculty dissertation committee. All
data will be deleted at the conclusion of the study. To mitigate possible discomfort around survey
questions, students may skip any question they do not wish to answer.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE BENEFITS FROM BEING IN THIS PROJECT?
There are no likely benefits to you by being in this research project; however, the information we
collect may help us understand the factors that predict or inhibit success for students conducting
an honors thesis or capstone project, allowing the institution to better support students and
faculty. Additionally, student reflection on their experience may serve to reinforce their
achievement and success with their honors thesis.
WILL YOU BE COMPENSATED FOR BEING IN THIS PROJECT?
You will not be compensated for being in this research project.
WHAT ABOUT PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY?
We will do our best to keep your personal information private and confidential. However, we
cannot guarantee absolute confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if
required by law. Additionally, your information in this research project could be reviewed by
representatives of the University such as the Office of Research Integrity and/or the Institutional
Review Board.
The results of this research project may be shown at meetings or published in journals to inform
other professionals. If any papers or talks are given about this research, your name will not be
used. We may use data from this research project that has been permanently stripped of personal
identifiers in future research without obtaining your consent.
The following additional measures will be taken to protect your privacy and confidentiality:
• The survey is anonymous; we will be unable to identify you or your data individually.
• All data will be reported in aggregate.
• SSL encryption will be turned on and IP tracking will be turned off to ensure anonymity.
• Data (your responses) will be downloaded and stored in a password protected file
accessible only by the researcher and dissertation committee.
• All data will be deleted at the conclusion of the study.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS PROJECT?
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You have the right to ask, and have answered, any questions you may have about this research
project. If you have questions about this project, complaints or concerns, you should contact the
Principal Investigator listed on the first page of this document.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR RIGHTS AS A RESEARCH
PARTICIPANT?
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research participant, or if you would like
to obtain information or offer input, you may contact the Office of Research Integrity at (207)
602-2244 or via e-mail at irb@une.edu.
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Appendix C
Institutional Review Board Exempt Determination – University of New England
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Appendix D
Institutional Review Board Exempt Determination – State University
Attachments:
• Amendment Approved - Exempt Protocol - IRB ID: 5133.pdf

Amendment Approved - Exempt Protocol - IRB ID: 5133
To: Megan Williams
From: State Institutional
Review Board
Subject: Protocol #5133
Date: 01/13/2022
The amendment to protocol Honors Program Thesis Experiences has been approved by the IRB on 01/13/2022.
As principal investigator and researcher, you are bound by the assurances outlined in the IRB application and agreed
upon at application submission. Please notify the IRB in writing of any changes to the approved protocol or of any
adverse or unexpected events. Continuing review is not required for exempt or expedited studies unless stipulated by the
IRB at the time of approval or for proposals reviewed by the Full Board in which research participant interventions or
interactions are complete, and the only remaining activities relate to data analysis.
The University appreciates your efforts to conduct research in compliance with the federal regulations effective January
21, 2019, institutional policy effective September 1, 2017 and the IRB Procedures Manual effective August 12, 2021,
which have been established to ensure the protection of human subjects in research.
This research project has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at State University in accordance with US
Department of Health and Human Services Office of Human Research Protections 45 CFR part 46 and does not
constitute approval by the host institution.
Please contact the IRB with any questions at 978- irb@.edu.
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Appendix E
Senior Thesis Experiences Survey – Additional Questions
Survey instrument What Makes a Senior Thesis Good? used with authors permission. A list of
demographic questions added for this research study are shown below.
Trosset, C., & Weisler, S. (2018). What makes a senior thesis good? Change: The Magazine
of Higher Learning, 50 (1), 47–53. https://doi.org/10.1080/00091383.2018.1413907

Honors Program Thesis Survey
1. Academic Program/College
College of Arts and Sciences
College of Health and Human
Services

School of Social

Work
School of Education

2. Field of Study

3. What is your housing status?
Resident
on-campus
Commuter

4. How many hours a week do you work (to earn money)?
I did not work while doing my honors
thesis

0-10 hours a week

10-20 hours a week

20-30 hours a week
30-40 hours a week
more than 40 hours a week
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5. Which of the following have you participated in or plan to before graduation? Please select all

that apply.

First Year
Internship/field
experience/coop/student
teaching/clinical
placement

Learning community
where groups of
students take 2 or
more
classes together (e.g.
Veterans Scholars;
Men of Color;
Healthcare Studies
Study abroad program

Majors)
Work with a faculty
member on a research
project
Complete a culminating
senior experience
(capstone, senior or
honors thesis/project,
comp exam, portfolio,
etc.)

First Year Reading
Experience
Service Learning/Civic
Engagement: community
based project or
involvement

Second Year

Third Year

Fourth Year

Fifth Year

N/A
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6. What grade to you expect to receive on your thesis?
A

D

B

Incomplete

C

F

C

Demographic Information: The last two questions will ask you to identify yourself. This information will help us describe our
honors students in a broad way by groups, not individually

7. What is your gender?
Female
Male
Nonbinary/transgender
Prefer not to say
Prefer to self-identify

8. What is your race/ethnicity? Check all that apply
Black or African
American White or
Caucasian Latinx or
Hispanic

Asian or Pacific Islander
Native American or American Indian
Prefer not to say
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Prefer to self-describe

9. Do you identify as a first generation student (first in your family to complete a 4

year degree)?

Y
e
s

N
o

10. Do you have dependents that you care for?

Y
e
s

N
o

11. Do you receive a Pell Grant from the federal government?
Y
e
s

N
o
Unsure

Thank you for completing the Honors Program Thesis Experiences Survey! Your input is valuable and we appreciate
your time and thoughtfulness.
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